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  Chapter 1


The warm spring air carried the scent of funnel cakes and cotton candy as Alex and I strolled hand-in-hand through the crowded Chesterfield County Fair. Colorful lights twinkled overhead, illuminating the bustling fairgrounds. Laughter and chatter filled the air, mingling with the joyful shrieks of children on the rides. 
This was a tradition I had cherished since childhood, coming to the fair with my family every spring. The sights, sounds, and smells were as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. But for Alex, this was all brand new. His eyes widened as he took in the dizzying array of carnival games, food vendors, and mechanical rides.
"I can't believe how many people are here," he marveled, his brow furrowed. "I've never seen anything like this!"
I gave his hand a gentle squeeze. "I know, it's crazy, right? I don't think I've ever seen the fair this packed before."
As we navigated the throngs of fairgoers, I couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia. I remembered coming here as a little girl, my face pressed against the glass of the Ferris wheel, my heart racing with excitement. Now, I was sharing this special place with someone new - someone who had quickly become so dear to me.
"So, how are Peach and Josephina doing, settling back into the house after being at the lake?" Alex asked, changing the subject.
"Oh, they're doing great!" I beamed. "Peach has been his usual rambunctious self, sneaking out to explore the woods. But Josephina is happy as can be to be back home. I think she's relieved to be away from the lake house and in her familiar territory again, even though she seemed to think the lake house is her castle."
Alex chuckled. "I can only imagine. That cat of yours has quite the personality. Such a princess."
"You got that right," I laughed. "But I wouldn't trade her for the world."
As we continued our stroll, I caught glimpses of the familiar sights that had delighted me since childhood - the colorful carnival rides, the dazzling lights, the mouthwatering aromas wafting from the food stands. Yet, with Alex by my side, everything felt new and exciting, like I was experiencing it all for the very first time.
I tugged on Alex's hand, guiding him towards the towering Ferris wheel. "Come on, let's ride this one first! The view from the top is amazing."
Alex's eyes widened slightly, but he nodded and followed me, his hand firmly in mine. As we approached the ride, the operator waved us forward, ushering us into one of the colorful, swinging carriages.
"Nervous?" I teased, nudging Alex playfully as we settled in.
"A little," he admitted with a sheepish grin. "Heights aren't exactly my thing. But I trust you."
The Ferris wheel lurched into motion, and we slowly began our ascent, the world below us shrinking away. I gazed out at the patchwork of game booths, food stands, and carnival rides, taking in the dazzling sights.
"Wow, look at that view!" Alex breathed, his eyes wide with wonder. "I can see everything from up here."
I nodded, leaning my head against his shoulder. "Isn't it beautiful? I used to come here all the time as a kid and ride this. It always felt like the whole world was spread out before me."
As the carriage reached the apex of its rotation, I pointed out the various landmarks -  the shimmering lake in the distance, the historic buildings of downtown West Chesterfield.
"It's so peaceful up here," Alex murmured, his arm wrapping around my waist. "Thanks for bringing me."
We descended back to the ground, our feet touching solid earth once more. Hand in hand, we made our way towards the food court, the mouthwatering scents of funnel cakes, corn dogs, and cotton candy filling the air.
"Ooh, I'm starving," I said, my stomach rumbling. "How about we grab some food?"
Alex nodded enthusiastically. "Sounds perfect. I'm in the mood for something good. What do you recommend?"
I scanned the various stands, my eyes landing on a booth serving up delicious-looking turkey legs. "Oooh, how about a giant turkey leg? They're a classic, and they're absolutely massive. Perfect for sharing."
"Sold!" Alex exclaimed, already making his way towards the stand.
We waited in line, the anticipation building as the scent of roasted meat grew stronger. When it was our turn, the vendor handed us a pair of piping hot, golden-brown turkey legs, the meat falling off the bone in tender, juicy chunks.
"This looks amazing," Alex said, his eyes lighting up. He took a big bite, juice dribbling down his chin. "Mmm, so good!"
I followed suit, tearing into the meat with gusto. The flavors exploded on my tongue - savory, smoky, and absolutely mouthwatering. I moaned in delight, savoring every bite.
"So, how's the new romance novel coming along?" Alex asked between bites.
I grinned. "It's going really well, actually. The characters are starting to come to life, and I'm finally getting a good handle on the plot. I'm hoping to have a first draft done in the next few weeks."
Alex nodded, his expression warm and supportive. "That's great, . I wish I were a creative type like you."
I took another hearty bite of the juicy turkey leg, savoring the smoky, salty flavors. As I chewed, Alex excused himself to go grab us some lemonade, promising to be right back.
While he was gone, I surveyed the bustling fairgrounds, taking in the sights and sounds that had brought me so much joy over the years. The Ferris wheel towered above the other rides, its colorful carriages swinging gently in the breeze. Children squealed with delight as they darted between game booths, clutching their prizes.
When Alex returned, two frosty glasses of lemonade in hand, I eagerly accepted mine, the tangy-sweet liquid cooling my throat. "Mmm, this is perfect. Whoever makes this should enter it in the fair's best-tasting food and drink contest!"
Alex chuckled, taking a sip of his own lemonade. "Good idea. It looks like there are some real professionals here this year. The chief's wife is a judge at the cooking contest - I think he's here this evening supporting her."
As we continued sipping our refreshing drinks, Alex suggested, "So, what else do you want to check out at the fair? I saw they have an animal exhibit - maybe we could go see the pigs and cows and stuff."
"Ooh, that's a great idea!" I exclaimed. "And then we could hit up the funhouse afterwards. I used to love going through all the mirrors and mazes when I was a kid."
Alex grinned. "Sounds like a plan. Lead the way, Miss Hayes."
Just then, a familiar voice called out, "Faith! Alex! Hey, you two!"
I turned to see my best friend Amy striding towards us, a tall, dark-haired man in tow. "Amy! Hi, what are you up to?"
"Just wandering around the fair with my new friend Derek," Amy said, beaming. "Derek, this is my bestie Faith and her boyfriend Alex. Guys, this is Derek - he works with me at the office."
Derek offered a friendly smile and a handshake. "Nice to meet you both."
"You too!" I said, returning the smile. "Actually, Alex and I were just about to go check out the animal exhibits and then hit up the funhouse. Would you two like to join us?"
"Ooh, that sounds like fun!" Amy exclaimed. "What do you think, Derek?"
Derek nodded enthusiastically. "Why not? Let's go!"
I beamed at Amy and Derek. "Sounds great, the more the merrier! Let's head over to the livestock barns first."
The four of us made our way through the throngs of people, the excited chatter and laughter of the fair creating a lively backdrop. As we approached the barns, the scent of hay and manure grew stronger, mingling with the sweetness of cotton candy.
"Ooh, look at the pigs!" Amy exclaimed, pointing to a pen filled with the snorting, pink creatures. "They're so cute!"
Derek chuckled. "I've never seen pigs up close before. They're a lot bigger than I expected."
I nodded in agreement. "The fair always has the best selection in the county. I remember coming here as a kid and being amazed by the size of the cows and horses that won prizes."
We wandered from barn to barn, admiring the sleek coats of the horses, the fluffy wool of the sheep, and the curious gazes of the goats. Alex pointed out the ribbons and trophies displayed, indicating the winners of each category.
"Looks like the Wilsons had another champion steer this year," he noted, gesturing to a massive, muscular bovine. "They've been dominating the cattle competitions for as long as I've lived here."
As we made our way towards the funhouse, I caught sight of a familiar figure standing in line - Chief Michaels, the gruff police chief who Alex had to ask for time off when there were problems at my parent's lake house. 
"Hey, Chief!" Alex called out, waving. "Fancy seeing you here."
Chief Michaels turned, his stern expression softening slightly as he recognized Alex. "Carrington. Didn't expect to run into you at the fair."
Alex gestured to the rest of us. "Chief, this is my girlfriend Faith, and our friends Amy and Derek. Guys, this is Chief Michaels, the head of the Chesterfield Police Department."
Girlfriend? I thought, trying to play it cool. 
I offered the chief a warm smile. "It's nice to meet you, Chief. Thank you for giving Alex some time away for me when my parent's house in Lake Monticello got broken into."
Chief Michaels nodded gruffly. "Yes, I'm just glad you and your cats are safe now."
Just then, the funhouse attendant called out, "Alright, chief. Are you alone? We've got room for one in there after that big group that went in. I can't let any more inside right now."
Chief Michaels turned to the attendant. "I'll go in." He turned to us, "Faith, Amy, Derek, it was nice to meet you. Alex, see you at work tomorrow.  I hate to go in without you all, but I'm not feeling too well - it must have been something I ate at the food tent. so I'll be headed home as soon as I finish. I loved the funhouse as a kid and I couldn't leave the fair without seeing it."
I watched as Chief Michaels disappeared into the funhouse, his demeanor a stark contrast to the bright, colorful facade. Turning to the others, I gave Alex's hand a gentle squeeze.
"Well, that was unexpected," I mused, my eyes darting around the bustling fairgrounds. "You told me he was here, but I don't think I've ever seen the chief at the fair before."
A few minutes later, the funhouse attendant called out, "Alright, folks, the next group can head on in! Have fun and be careful in there!"
Alex and I exchanged an excited glance, and hand-in-hand, we made our way towards the entrance, the sounds of Amy and Derek's laughter echoing behind us.
The inside of the funhouse was a dizzying array of mirrors, tunnels, and strange angles. Alex's eyes widened as he took in the distorted reflections all around us.
"Whoa, this is wild," he breathed, his grip on my hand tightening slightly.
I giggled, tugging him forward. "Come on, let's see if the chief is still in here!"
We navigated the maze of mirrors, our laughter mingling with the shrieks and giggles of the other fairgoers. Suddenly, a familiar face appeared in the reflection before us, and my heart lurched.
"Chief Michaels?" I gasped, my voice barely above a whisper.
There he stood, his expression pained, his body motionless. Alex and I rushed forward, rounding the corner, only to find the chief lying on the floor, unmoving.






  
  Chapter 2


The sound of sirens and flashing lights shattered the joyful atmosphere of the fair. I stood frozen, my heart pounding as paramedics wheeled the stretcher bearing Chief Michaels' lifeless form past me. Just minutes ago, he had been standing right here, gruff yet alert, on his way into the funhouse. 
My mind raced, replaying our brief encounter. The chief's stern expression, his curt nod as he acknowledged Alex and I. Had there been any sign, any clue that this unthinkable tragedy was about to unfold? I wracked my brain, but all I could recall was the routine exchange of pleasantries before he disappeared into that kaleidoscope of mirrors and laughter.
A hand on my arm startled me, and I turned to see Amy's concerned face. "Faith? Oh my god, are you okay?" Her eyes were wide with shock and confusion. "Do you want me to take you home?"
I opened my mouth to respond, but the words caught in my throat. Home? How could I possibly go home after witnessing something so horrific? Shaking my head slowly, I managed a faint whisper. "I.. I don't know."
Casting my gaze around the chaos surrounding the funhouse, I spotted Alex among the cluster of officers. His brow was furrowed, his expression one of grim determination as he conversed with his colleagues. Our eyes met briefly, and I saw the conflict there - the anguish of losing his mentor coupled with the steely resolve of a detective on the hunt for answers.
As if sensing my stare, Alex excused himself and made his way over to me. His hand found mine, giving it a reassuring squeeze. "Faith..." He paused, clearly struggling to find the right words. "I'm so sorry you had to see that. This is..." He trailed off, shaking his head slowly.
"What happened?" I asked, my voice barely audible over the din. "He was fine, we just spoke to him..."
Alex's jaw tightened. "No one knows yet. But I promise you, I'm going to find out." His eyes hardened with determination. "I'll likely be here all night collecting evidence, talking to witnesses...trying to piece together what could have caused this. You should go home."
Alex's hand found the small of my back, pulling me in for a gentle kiss on the forehead. The tender gesture was meant to comfort, but it only heightened the swirl of emotions raging inside me.
"Amy," he said, turning to my friend. "Would you mind taking Faith home? I'm going to be here a while."
Amy nodded, her expression solemn. "Of course. Come on, Faith."
Alex extended his hand to the man beside Amy - Derek, I remembered vaguely. Derek shook Alex's hand firmly. "I hope we can meet again under better circumstances. My condolences for your loss."
With a curt nod of acknowledgment, Alex turned his focus back to me. His eyes searched mine, that familiar crease forming between his brows. "Get some rest, okay? I'll call you as soon as I can."
Unable to find my voice, I simply nodded. Amy looped her arm through mine, guiding me away from the chaos and towards the parking lot. Derek fell into step beside us as an announcement crackled over the loudspeakers.
"Attention fairgoers, due to the emergency situation, the fair will be closing early this evening. All non-essential personnel must exit the grounds immediately..."
My mind tuned out the rest of the announcement, still grappling with the reality of what had transpired. Chief Michaels...dead? It seemed utterly inconceivable. 
A gentle squeeze of my arm pulled me back to the present. We had reached the parking lot, and she was saying something about Derek needing to head out. I blinked, realizing she wanted a moment alone to say goodbye.
"Oh! Yes, of course..." I mumbled an apology, breaking away from their embrace. "I'll just...wait over here."
Amy gestured vaguely towards the opposite end of the parking lot. "My car's all the way down there. I'll meet you over that way?"
I made my way across the chaotic parking lot, weaving between clusters of bewildered fairgoers and petting a stray black cat that tried to wind between my legs. My steps felt leaden, as if the weight of what I'd witnessed was physically dragging me down.
Reaching Amy's convertible, I leaned back against the door and closed my eyes, attempting to steady my ragged breathing. I'm not sure how long I stood there, lost in a whirlpool of memories and disbelief, before Amy's familiar voice pulled me back to reality.
"Faith? Hey..." She touched my arm gently. "Let's get you home, okay?"
I nodded mutely, rounding the car to the passenger side as she unlocked the doors with a chirp. We settled into our seats in silence, Amy seeming to sense that I needed a few moments to collect myself.
As she pulled out onto the main road leading away from the fairgrounds, Amy finally spoke up. "I just...I can't believe this happened." She shook her head slowly. "The Chief always seemed so...invincible, you know?"
I found my voice at last, a hoarse whisper. "I know. He was completely fine when we saw him, not even five minutes before..." I trailed off, unable to shake the haunting image from my mind's eye.
"Do you think...?" Amy ventured hesitantly. "I mean, could it have been natural causes or something? A heart attack maybe?"
The question hung in the air as I mulled it over. Shaking my head firmly, I dismissed the notion. "No way. He looked perfectly healthy to me. Strong as an ox, just like always."
We lapsed back into pensive silence as Amy navigated the winding roads that would take us from the town of Chesterfield back to the quaint, tree-lined streets of the nearby town of West Chesterfield. 
Finally, Amy pulled up in front of the stately old Victorian I'd inherited from my great-grandmother. Cutting the engine, she turned to face me with a look of tender concern.
"Do you...want me to come in for a bit? We could put on a movie, order a pizza... do anything except think about how we just found a dead body."
I felt the ghost of a grateful smile tug at my lips as I met her warm gaze. "You know...that actually sounds really nice right about now. If you're sure you don't mind?"
Amy waved a dismissive hand. "Are you kidding? I'm not letting you be alone with your thoughts after something like that." Her familiar grin surfaced at last as she unbuckled her seatbelt. "Besides, I could use a break from Derek's place. No offense to the guy, but his bachelor pad leaves something to be desired in the comfort department."
Chuckling faintly at her quip, I echoed the motion of unfastening my belt and pushed open the door. "Well then, I'd be honored to host you, m'lady. Shall we?"
We walked to my front porch and I pushed open the heavy oak door, a rush of familiar scents enveloping me - the musty aroma of aged wood mingling with the leftover floral hints of my great-grandmother's potpourri that were soaked into the house's walls. Amy followed close behind, her footsteps echoing in the cavernous foyer.
"Wow..." She breathed, craning her neck to take in the lofty ceilings and ornate chandelier overhead. "I'd forgotten just how amazing this place is."
Before I could respond, a fluffy white blur came bounding down the stairs, emerald eyes gleaming with delight. "Mama! You're home!"
Oh yeah, I can speak to my cats. Ever since I'd adopted Josephina, I'd been able to hear her meows as words. At first, I thought I was going crazy. And recently, I'd started hearing my other cat, Peach, Josephina's brother. 
Josephina skidded to a stop at my feet, her regal head tilting inquisitively as she studied Amy and I. Her delicate nose twitched, and she pawed at the air dismissively.
"Ugh, what is that awful stench?" She grimaced, shaking her head in distaste. "It smells like...like death."
I tensed involuntarily at her words, the gravity of what had transpired at the fairgrounds crashing back over me in waves. Amy, ever my confidant, shot me a sympathetic glance - she was the only other person besides Alex who knew of my unique ability to communicate with felines.
Scooping Josephina into my arms, I buried my face in her pristine fur, drawing strength from her familiar warmth and weight. "I know, sweetie...I'm sorry. It's been a really tough night."
Josephina's sandpapery tongue rasped against my cheek in a soothing gesture as she began to meticulously groom me. "Well, I certainly didn't expect you home for hours with that fair going on." Her tone softened as she nuzzled closer. "But I'm glad you're here now."
Offering her a weary smile, I carried her into the living room and settled onto the plush sofa, Amy following suit. "Actually, the fair kind of...ended early for us tonight, pretty lady."
I stroked Josephina's soft fur absently as Amy settled onto the couch beside me. 
"What happened at the fair?" Josephina asked, in between licks.
I drew in a shaky breath, my mind still reeling from the evening's horrific events. Somehow, giving voice to the unthinkable made it all the more real.
"Chief Michaels, Alex's boss...he's dead, my pretty girl. We found his body in the funhouse." The words felt like lead on my tongue.
"Mama? You saw a dead person again?" Her delicate showed a look of sadness. 
Meeting her gaze, I managed a faint smile, my heart warmed by her empathy despite the anguish swirling within me. "Yes, sweetie. A very important man in this area." 
I turned to Amy. "When we were at my parent's house at the lake, I told Alex the whole truth about talking to Peach and Josephina. He knows now."
"But Alex took it surprisingly well," I continued, idly scratching behind Josephina's remaining ear - a stark reminder of the battle she'd bravely fought against cancer years ago, before I found her on my uncle's farm and took her to the nearby veterinarian for surgery. "I think being a cop, he's just seen so much in his line of work that not much fazes him anymore."
As if on cue, a familiar ginger and white streak came barreling through the open window, skidding across the hardwood in a shower of dirt and leaves. Peach barely paused before launching himself onto the couch, butting his head insistently against my arm in demand for attention.
"You're back early!" His green eyes sparkled with delight as he turned to Amy. "And Amy's here too! Did you bring me any treats?"
Josephina huffed in feigned annoyance, swatting at her brother with a pristine white paw. "Honestly, Peach, is that all you ever think about? Food and troublemaking?" Despite her scolding tone, her eyes shone with sisterly affection.
I couldn't help but smile at their familiar antics. After I'd adopted them from my uncle's farm, Peach and Josephina had been my steadfast friends through so many ups and downs. Their love was pure and unconditional - a soothing balm to soothe the ache of the evening's tragedy.
I sank deeper into the plush cushions, Josephina's soft fur a comforting weight in my lap. Peach's stocky form pressed against my side, his bushy tail twitching with concern.
"Mama, you don't smell like regular death," Josephina observed, her delicate nose twitching. "It's not like a dead mouse or bird. It's...different."
Peach leaned in, his pale green eyes searching mine. "What happened, Mama? You smell...sad."
I drew in a shaky breath, my fingers absently stroking Josephina's silky coat. "There was an accident at the fair, my sweet boy. Chief Michaels, Alex's boss, he..." My voice faltered as the memory of the lifeless form on the stretcher flashed in my mind.
Peach's ears perked up at the mention of Alex's name. "The nice man who gives me treats?" His brow furrowed in confusion. "Is he okay?"
Josephina huffed indignantly. "Of course he's not okay, you silly oaf. Didn't you hear Mama say the Chief is dead?" She cast a disapproving glance in my direction. "Honestly, Peach, sometimes I wonder how you manage to survive out there in that filthy, dangerous world."
I offered Josephina a faint smile, grateful for her protective nature. "Alex is...coping, I think. He's still at the fairgrounds, trying to figure out what happened." Reaching out, I gently scratched under Peach's chin. "The Chief was found dead in the funhouse. Alex is going to work hard to find out why."
Peach leaned into my touch, his eyes narrowing in thought. "It doesn't smell like regular dead plants either. It's...different." He tilted his head, ears swiveling as if listening for some unseen danger. "Something's not right, Mama."
Josephina let out an indignant huff, her regal gaze sweeping the room. "Well, of course something's not right! The Chief is dead, and that simply won't do." She fixed me with a stern look. "We'll have to help, won't we Mama?"
I couldn't help but chuckle at her unwavering determination, even in the face of such tragedy. "Oh, Josephina, I know you hate going outside. Are you sure you're up for it?"
The prim feline sniffed disdainfully. "Absolutely not. The outdoors is a filthy, uncivilized place, and I refuse to set paw in it unless it's absolutely necessary." Her emerald eyes gleamed with conviction. "But this is necessary, Mama. We must find out what happened to the Chief and make sure Alex is safe."
Peach let out an excited yowl, bouncing on the cushions. "Yeah! We'll help solve the mystery!" He paused, glancing at Josephina with a sheepish expression. "Uh, if Josephina says it's okay, that is."
Josephina regarded her brother with a long-suffering sigh. "Oh, very well. But you'd best stay close to me. I won't have you traipsing off and getting into trouble again like you did last time."
I couldn't help but smile at their banter, the familiar warmth of their presence soothing my troubled soul. Cuddling them close, I let out a slow, steadying breath.
"Alright, my darlings. Let's see what we can do to help Alex and find out the truth about Chief Michaels. I'll take you to the fairgrounds tomorrow."






  
  Chapter 3


I jolted awake, heart pounding, the remnants of a nightmare still clinging to my consciousness. In the dim morning light, I could make out Josephina's regal form curled up beside me, her soft purrs a soothing melody. 
"Mama, you're awake." Josephina's eyes blinked open, and she gracefully stretched her lithe body. "You were tossing and turning. Did you have another bad dream?"
I nodded wearily, my fingers instinctively stroking her silky fur. "I...I saw Chief Michaels, Josephina. In the funhouse, just like yesterday." A shudder ran through me at the memory of his lifeless body. "It all felt so real."
Josephina let out a sympathetic chirp, nuzzling my hand. "Shhh.. relax. It was only a dream. The Chief is gone, but we'll find out what happened." Her gaze hardened with determination. "We won't rest unless it's a nap."
With a deep breath, I pushed myself up and tiptoed downstairs, mindful not to disturb the sleeping form on the couch in my living room. Amy's blonde hair spilled across the cushions, and Peach was curled up on her lap, snoring softly.
"Poor thing," I murmured, carefully making my way to the kitchen, Josephina padding silently at my heels. "I shouldn't have kept her up so late until she was too exhausted to drive."
Josephina jumped up onto the counter, watching intently as I prepared her breakfast. "Of course she did. Amy is a loyal friend. She knew you needed her." Her whiskers twitched in amusement. "And she couldn't very well leave Peach unsupervised, could she? That brother of mine is always causing trouble."
As if summoned by the mention of his name, Peach sauntered into the kitchen, his fluffy tail swishing back and forth. "I'm hungry!" He paused, glancing at the sleeping Amy. "Amy fed me when I woke her a few hours ago, but she forgot to feed me when the sun came up."
I chuckled, setting down Josephina's bowl of wet food. "No, my sweet boy. Amy didn't forget. In fact, I think she may have overdone it a bit." I ran my fingers through Peach's soft fur, earning a contented purr.
"Hmph. Typical Peach," Josephina sniffed. "Always thinking with your stomach. Honestly, I don't know how you manage to survive out there in the wild when you're not at home."
Peach stuck his tongue out at his sister, then looked up at me with pleading eyes. "Mama, can I have some too? Please?"
I shook my head, unable to resist his charm. "Fine. You can have a little bit. You've already had more than enough treats from Amy." Josephina shot me an approving nod as I placed a bowl of fresh water on the floor.
Peach let out a disappointed huff but dutifully lapped up the water before looking up at me to see the small amount I was putting in his food bowl, his tail swishing in annoyance. Josephina, meanwhile, daintily began to eat her breakfast, her regal bearing a stark contrast to her brother's antics.
I heard a soft groan from the living room as Amy stirred. Peach perked up, his ears twitching with interest, and Josephina paused mid-bite to glance in Amy's direction.
"Morning, sleepyhead," I called out, putting Peach's food on the floor. "Sleep well?"
Amy's head poked up from the couch, her blonde hair tousled. "Ugh, I guess so. My neck is killing me though." She slowly sat up, cradling Peach as he bounded over to nuzzle her. "What time is it?"
"A little after 8 AM." I smiled, pouring a cup of fresh coffee. "I'll make breakfast."
"Wonderful!" Amy called out, her voice still laced with sleepiness. She emerged from the living room, Peach cradled in her arms. "I'm starving."
I chuckled, already cracking eggs into a skillet. "I figured as much. I'm glad you passed out on the couch last night instead of going home. We finished talking too late." 
Peach squirmed in Amy's grasp, eager to be set down. "Can I have some bacon?" he meowed hopefully.
"Now, Peach, you know you have to behave if you want treats," Josephina chided from her spot on the counter. She eyed him sternly, though a hint of amusement flickered in her green eyes.
"I'll be good, I promise!" Peach insisted, wiggling free and trotting over to rub against my legs.
I smiled and gave him a few gentle strokes. "We'll see. For now, why don't you and Josephina keep Amy company while I finish up here?"
Peach let out a happy trill and scampered back to the living room, Josephina following with a regal air. I shook my head fondly at their antics, focusing on cooking up a delicious breakfast.
As the savory scents filled the kitchen, Amy joined me, leaning against the counter. "So, what's the plan for today?" she asked, reaching down to pet Josephina, who had hopped up to inspect the proceedings.
"Well, I guess I'll take Peach and Josephina back to the fairgrounds in a few hours," I replied, plating the eggs, bacon, and toast. "See if they can sniff out anything the police might have missed."
Amy's eyes widened. "Aren't you worried about them?" She trailed off, a worried frown creasing her brow.
I placed a reassuring hand on her arm. "I know, but I have to try. Josephina is convinced there's more to the story, and you know I can't ignore her." I glanced fondly at Josephina, who was watching me with an air of regal approval.
"Alright, I get it." Amy sighed, accepting the plate I handed her. "Just promise me you'll be careful, okay?"
"I will, I promise." I flashed her a confident smile, then turned as my phone began to ring. "Excuse me, let me get that."
Picking up, I was greeted by Alex's gruff voice. "Faith, I'm so glad I can finally talk to you. We still don't know anything. The autopsy is scheduled for later today, so we'll have to wait and see what that turns up. It's being rushed because it's so high priority."
"I understand," I replied, my heart sinking slightly. "I was actually planning to take Peach and Josephina back to the fairgrounds, see if they can help uncover anything."
There was a brief pause. "That... might not be a bad idea," Alex conceded. "Just be careful, alright? And let me know if they find anything."
"Will do. Thanks, Alex." I ended the call, turning back to Amy, who was watching me curiously.
"Everything okay?" she asked, taking a bite of her breakfast.
I nodded, sitting down beside her. "Yeah, just no new leads so far. But I'm still hopeful Peach and Josephina can help."
Amy smiled, glancing down at the cats. "Speaking of which, I have to say, it was the cutest thing when Peach curled up with me on the couch. Maybe I should get a cat of my own someday."
I chuckled, remembering Daisy's condition. "Well, you may want to hold off on that. His girlfriend Daisy is pregnant, remember."
Amy giggled, shaking her head. "Right! I forgot about his romance with the neighbor girl. Well, I can't wait to meet the little kittens!" She took another bite of her breakfast, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
I savored another bite of the fluffy scrambled eggs, allowing the rich flavors to linger on my tongue. "This is delicious, Amy."
Amy reached down to scratch behind Peach's ears. "Well, you know me - I'm always ready for one of your amazing homecooked meals!" She paused, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Speaking of meals...what do you think about doing a double date sometime soon?"
I nearly choked on my coffee. "A double date? With who?" 
"With Derek, silly!" Amy giggled at my surprise. "You know, my new boyfriend from work? The guy you met at the fair?"
Josephina eyed me knowingly from her perch on the counter. I could practically hear her snarky inner monologue about human romantic entanglements.
I smiled. "Oh, right, Derek. I'd love to meet him sometime." The words felt hollow, but I didn't want to dampen Amy's excitement.
"Perfect! I'll set something up soon then." Amy drained the last of her coffee, seemingly oblivious to my hesitation. "Well, I should get going. I need to swing by my place and get ready for work."
As she stood, Peach hopped off her lap with a plaintive meow of protest. Amy laughed, leaning down to ruffle his fur. "Don't worry, buddy. I'll be back before you know it to spoil you with more treats."
Once Amy had gathered her things, she pulled me into a tight hug. "Thanks for letting me stay over. And be careful out there today, okay?" Her eyes shone with concern.
I returned the embrace fiercely. "I will, I promise. Thanks for being here for me."
With a final wave, Amy headed out, leaving me alone with Josephina and Peach. The silence stretched for a moment before Josephina spoke up.
"Well? What are we waiting for?" She hopped down from the counter with an imperious air. "Fetch my carriage at once, we have a mystery to solve!"
I couldn't help but smile at her regal command, moving to retrieve her plush, pink carrier from the hall closet. Peach scampered over, his tail swishing excitedly.
"Ooh, are we going somewhere?" His green eyes were bright with curiosity. "I want to come too! I'll be good, I promise."
Chuckling, I grabbed his striped carrier as well. "Of course you're coming. We need both of your expert snooping skills for this."
Josephina sniffed disdainfully as I opened her carrier door. "I am a lady of refinement and grace. I can't believe I'm volunteering to go outside." Nevertheless, she delicately stepped inside, circling a few times before settling down with a contented purr. "I'm ready to be carried."
Peach all but flung himself into his own carrier, bouncing around eagerly. "Let's go, let's go! New places to explore!"
I carefully secured the carriers in the backseat of my old Toyota, making sure they were safely buckled in. Josephina peered out regally from between the bars of her carrier, while Peach squirmed and bounced excitedly in his own striped carrier.
"Sit still, you rambunctious furball," Josephina chided, though her tone held a hint of affectionate exasperation. "We're not even there yet."
"I can't help it!" Peach mewed, his tail lashing back and forth. "New smells, new places to explore! This is so exciting!"
Chuckling at their antics, I slid into the driver's seat and started the engine. The familiar rumble was comforting as I pulled out onto the quiet street, heading towards the bridge that connected West Chesterfield to its sister city of Chesterfield.
As we crossed over the river, I glanced in the rearview mirror at my feline companions. "Okay, you two, we're almost there. The fairgrounds are just up ahead. You will be a very long way from home once I drop you off, so don't wander away from the area that seems like the fairgrounds." I paused, eyeing them seriously. "Now remember, you need to be very careful there, alright?"
"Yes, Mama," they chorused obediently, though Peach's eyes danced with barely contained glee.
Soon, the colorful tents and rides of the fairgrounds came into view. I pulled into the mostly deserted parking lot, the usual bustle and chatter replaced by an eerie silence. Police tape still cordoned off parts of the area, a grim reminder of the previous day's events.
Finding a spot near the entrance, I cut the engine and turned to face my furry detectives. "Alright, I'm going to let you both out to do your thing. But please, again, don't wander away from the fairgrounds."
Josephina blinked at me calmly. "Of course, Mama. We'll be the epitome of discretion." She cast a pointed look at her brother, who was practically vibrating with excitement.
Satisfied, I opened their carriers, allowing them to hop out and stretch their legs. Peach immediately took off towards the nearest tree, sniffing intently.
"Hey, wait for me!" I called after him in exasperation. Josephina simply watched him go with a resigned sigh.
Trotting back over, Peach looked up at me with bright eyes. "I have to mark the spot so I can find my way back later!" 
I grimaced slightly at the thought but decided to let it go for now. "Alright, alright. Just don't wander too far, okay?"
Turning to Josephina, I raised an eyebrow. "And you, my regal lady? What are your plans?"
She considered me thoughtfully for a moment. "I will patrol the perimeter first and report back with any findings." Her delicate nose twitched as she scented the air. "This place reeks of fear and...something else I can't quite place."
I felt a chill at her ominous words. "Okay, good plan. I'm going to look around the funhouse area again and see if I missed anything." I hesitated, worried about leaving them on their own. "I'll be back to check on you both soon. Please be careful."
"Mama, when will you come get us?" she asked, her tone businesslike. "I don't understand this human concept of 'soon'."
I opened my mouth to respond, but Josephina held up a delicate paw to stop me. "No, wait, I have a better idea." Her tail swished regally as she turned to look up at the steadily rising sun. "Collect us again when the ball there is directly overhead, at its highest point in the sky. We shall have made our rounds by then."
"An excellent idea, Your Highness," I replied with an indulgent smile, giving her a respectful curtsy. "I shall return for you both at high noon, as my queen commands."
Peach simply blinked at us in confusion. But Josephina seemed satisfied, nodding curtly before slinking off, her mind clearly focused on her self-appointed mission.






  
  Chapter 4


I wrinkled my delicate nose in disgust as we strolled through the fairgrounds. The usual sweet smells of funnel cakes and caramel apples mingled with an unpleasant odor - like a mixture of human children and chemicals. Peach seemed unfazed, sniffing eagerly at every new scent. 
"This place reeks," I mewed, flicking my tail. "Absolutely dreadful."
A sign up ahead read 'Funhouse' in bright, garish lettering. Fun was the last thing I associated with that horrid stench. Still, curiosity got the better of me as I recalled Mom mentioning something about the police chief meeting his end in there.
"Come along, Peach," I said, picking up my pace. "Let's have a look inside."
My stocky brother bounded after me, his bushy tail held high. As we entered the funhouse, a kaleidoscope of dizzying patterns and warped mirrors assaulted my eyes. I hissed in displeasure, my one ear flattening against my skull.
"What kind of demented human would create such an awful place?" I spat, sidestepping a puddle of spilled soda. "There's nothing fun about it!"
Peach, on the other paw, seemed to delight in the chaos. He batted at his own distorted reflection, chasing the image of his tail around like a deranged kitten. Typical Peach behavior.
I followed my nose until the foul stench overwhelmed me. A dark, dried stain marred the ground before a grotesque clown mural opposite some mirrors. My stomach turned as I realized this must be where the chief breathed his last.
"Let's get out of this wretched place," I told Peach, already turning to leave. "I've had quite enough 'fun' for one day."
As we exited the funhouse, I noticed a woman hunched in a folding chair nearby, her face buried in her hands as she wept. Pity tugged at my heart - such a shame to see a human in distress.
"Go on, Peach," I urged, giving his haunches a nudge with my paw. "Do that cute little dance you're so proud of. Cheer her up a bit."
Peach, oblivious as ever, pranced right up to the weeping woman and began his dance routine - wiggling his haunches, puffing out his chest, and batting at imaginary toys with his paws.
"Honestly, Peach," I chided, though my tone held no real venom. Even I had to admit there was something irresistibly adorable about his antics.
The woman lifted her tear-stained face, red-rimmed eyes widening at the sight of my goofy brother. A sad smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she reached out a tentative hand, stroking Peach's soft fur.
"Aren't you just the cutest thing?" she cooed, her voice trembling slightly.
Peach preened under the attention, arching his back to invite more petting. I rolled my eyes but sidled up beside them, offering what little comfort a cat could provide.
"I wish he'd just stayed home," the woman whispered, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. "He was the best husband a girl could ask for. We were high school sweethearts, you know? Married right out of college and started our life together."
She sniffled, wiping her nose on a crumpled tissue. "I should've convinced him take that promotion in Richmond years ago when he had the chance. Maybe then he wouldn't have..." She trailed off with a pained look.
The woman drew a shuddering breath and rose unsteadily to her feet. "I can't sit around crying all day. Ryan wouldn't want that." 
She began shuffling toward a large striped tent, the mouthwatering aroma of food wafting from within. Peach fell into step beside her as I trailed behind them, his earlier playfulness replaced by an air of quiet compassion.
I wrinkled my nose in disgust as we followed the grieving woman into the garish tent. A tantalizing blend of sugary scents assaulted my nostrils - fried dough, powdered sugar, meat, and an underlying odor of the outdoors that made my stomach churn. Peach may revel in such pungent aromas, but my refined palate found the mixture absolutely revolting.
"Must we linger here?" I hissed, eyeing the bustling crowd with trepidation. "This place is an affront to my delicate senses."
Peach paid me no mind, prancing off to accept pets and scratches from the humans milling about. I huffed indignantly and slunk into a shadowy corner, my one ear swiveling as I tracked the bereaved woman's movements.
She settled onto a bench with a trembling sigh, burying her face in her hands once more. My heart twinged with pity as muffled sobs reached my sensitive ears. Before I could contemplate approaching her, a portly man in a garish red apron emerged from behind a counter laden with pots.
"Sarah?" he called gently, crossing to crouch before the distraught woman. "You okay, honey?"
The woman - Sarah - lifted her head, revealing eyes swollen and rimmed in red. "Oh Jim...I don't know if I can do this anymore," she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears. "Everywhere I look, I see reminders of Ryan."
Jim reached out, enveloping Sarah's hands in his own calloused grip. "I know it's hard, darlin'. Losin' your partner like that..." He shook his head sadly. "But Ryan wouldn't want you torturin' yourself this way. He'd want you to keep livin' and find some joy, even without him around."
Sarah managed a watery smile, squeezing Jim's hands gratefully. "You're right...you're right. I'll try, for Ryan's sake." With a fortifying breath, she rose and made her way out of the tent, back ramrod straight.
I emerged from my hiding spot, whiskers twitching in mild annoyance as the cloying smell of food grew stronger. Peach was happily lapping up the attention lavished upon him by a gaggle of women. For all his roguish antics, my foolish brother did possess an endearing charm.
"You're quite the little showboat, aren't you?" I chided, batting him lightly with my paw. "Have you no dignity?"
Peach responded with an impish grin, flopping onto his back to expose his belly for rubbing. The ladies in the tent gathered around him, their hands instantly burying themselves in his soft fur.
I wrinkled my nose in distaste as a greasy aroma wafted through the tent, overpowering even the saccharine scents that had assaulted me earlier. A woman in a apron tossed a handful of something onto the ground before us with a smile.
"Here ya go, kitties," she said, flicking some food in our direction.
Peach dove for the scraps without a second thought. I, however, held back - years of being pampered by Mom had instilled a sense of refined taste in me. Who knew what sort of revolting fare the humans here considered edible?
A sudden blur of motion in my peripheral vision made my one ear swivel. Before I could so much as hiss a warning, a sleek black cat emerged from the shadows and pounced on my oblivious brother. Peach let out a startled yelp as he went tumbling across the dirt floor.
"Get off him, you brute!" I screeched, launching myself at the intruder.
My claws found purchase in his thick fur as I raked them across his flank. The black cat yowled in pain and surprise, whirling to shake me off. We tussled wildly, a tangle of fur and flailing limbs.  
"Enough!" the stranger growled, after I'd pinned him. "I wasn't trying to hurt the fool, only stop him from eating that filth!"
I opened my mouth to protest further when a looming shadow fell over us. The portly woman stood mere feet away, brandishing a wicked-looking broom like a weapon.
"No fighting in here.!" she bellowed, bringing the broom down with a resounding thwack. "We can't have cat hair in our food before the contest!"
We scattered in three different directions as she smacked the frightening broom wildly on the ground far away from us. I skidded to a halt just outside the tent, sides heaving with exertion as the adrenaline slowly seeped from my limbs. Peach and the strange black cat joined me a moment later.
"Listen here, you uncouth alley prowler," I spat, rounding on the dark-furred intruder. "If you so much as look at my brother the wrong way again-"
"Save your hollow threats, princess," the cat interrupted with a  snort. "I was doing him a favor by keeping him from poisoning himself on human swill."
Peach shot the stranger an indignant glare. "Hey, I'll have you know those scraps smelled delicious! And who asked for your help anyway?"
"Humans in that tent can't be trusted," the black cat said simply, lashing his tail. "Especially the ones who toss food to strays like it's some big treat."
I eyed the stranger warily, my hackles lowering slightly. As loath as I was to admit it, his gruff words rang with truth. Mom had warned us time and again about the potential dangers humans could pose if we weren't cautious.
"I...appreciate your looking out for my foolish brother," I said at last, dipping my head. "Though your methods could use some refinement. Now, who exactly are you to take such interest in our wellbeing?"
The black cat regarded me through narrowed eyes for a long moment before uttering a single word.
"Killer."
I blinked. "I beg your pardon? Did the humans give you that name?"
He heaved a long-suffering sigh. "The humans call me Moonpie, on account of this." He twisted, exposing a shock of white fur on his broad chest.
I couldn't stifle my amused purr at the ridiculous moniker. Mom had warned us about the bizarre names humans bestowed, but this one took the cake.
"Well, Moonpie," I said loftily, "I am Josephina, and this boy is my brother, Peach. Though I thank you for your...intervention, I'll ask that you give us a wide berth from now on. We want no part in whatever shady dealings a self-proclaimed 'killer' is no doubt involved in."
Moonpie opened his mouth to protest. "Wait," he said gruffly. "You can't just waltz around here like you own the place."
My whiskers twitched in annoyance. The very idea that this mangy alley cat would presume to instruct me was laughable. Before I could retort, however, he continued.
"The humans will know right away you ain't a stray." He nodded toward my missing ear. "That cut's too clean to be from a fight."
I felt my hackles lowering slightly as I grudgingly acknowledged the truth in his words. Mom had often fretted over my disfigurement, worried it would make me a target for unscrupulous humans. Suddenly self-conscious, I gave my head an indignant toss.
"Well then, what would you propose?" I asked stiffly. "That I go rolling about in the dirt like some common guttersnipe?"
Moonpie's eyes gleamed with something I couldn't quite identify. "I could rub my scent on you," he offered. "That way if you need my help again, I can find you easy. It could be like we're in the same pack."
I drew back, repulsed by the very notion. "I think not!" I spat. "Josephina might speak about herself in the third-person sometimes, but she does not consort with strays, thank you very much. I'll take my chances without your...assistance."
Shooting Moonpie one last withering glare, I turned and stalked away with as much dignity as I could muster. Peach fell into step beside me, eyeing me with clear bewilderment.
"Was that really necessary, Josie?" he asked hesitantly. "Moonpie was just trying to help."
I sniffed disdainfully. "He was attempting to mark me as his territory, like some ill-bred tom! I won't be treated as lesser by that filthy vagabond."
Peach opened his mouth, no doubt to argue further, but I silenced him with a look. We walked in tense silence for several moments before I spoke again.
"Have you noticed anything...strange about this place, Peach?" I asked carefully. "Besides the usual chaos of the humans' festivities, that is."
Suddenly, I smelled Moonpie behind us. Swiveling my head around, I eyed the scruffy black cat warily as he trotted up to us, whiskers twitching in disdain. Just what I needed - more unsolicited advice from this stray.
"You two don't fool me for a second," Moonpie growled without preamble. "Two well-fed, clean cats hanging around a place like this? That perfect cut of your ear? You must be up to something shifty."
I felt my hackles rising instinctively at his brusque accusation. How dare this mangy alley prowler make such baseless insinuations? I opened my mouth to deliver a scathing retort when his next words gave me pause.
"You're looking around here for a reason. I've been watching the humans here close," he continued, green eyes glinting shrewdly. "Seen things that don't add up right. You ask me, there's something rotten going on at this fair."
Despite my reservations about the uncouth tomcat, I couldn't deny the undercurrent of intelligence beneath his words. Moonpie was clearly no mere dumb stray, sniffing around for scraps. He knew exactly what my brother and I were the moment he saw us. My interest was piqued.
"Is that so?" I replied, affecting an air of nonchalance. "And what, pray tell, makes you say that?"
Moonpie's gaze sharpened as he settled onto his haunches. "Well for starters, I heard one of them police humans hollering something fierce at the  police human who died here yesterday. They were being extremely rude to each other. I thought they were about to fight."
He paused to groom a stray tuft of fur on his chest. "Then there was the time a few days back when some fool working that food tent tossed me a whole bunch of food. I ate until I near burst, and the next thing I knew I was sicker than a lame dog. Those humans in that tent keep wanting to feed me until I was sick. I ate so much that I got sick from one little piece of meat that a human gave me!"
A low growl rumbled in Moonpie's throat. "Way I see it, every last human working this fair is bad news. They're always trying to stuff me full of food or chase me off, like they don't understand this place is my home just as much as theirs."
I was floored by the cat's blatant observational skills and deductive reasoning. To think I had dismissed him as nothing more than a lowly stray! Moonpie had clearly witnessed things far more sinister transpiring here than I could've imagined.
"That's...quite troubling, indeed," I managed, giving my head a pensive shake. "Tell me, have you noticed any other strange occurrences around the fairgrounds? Anything out of the ordinary that might shed light on these suspicious circumstances?"
Moonpie's eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he mulled over my query. For several moments, the only sound was the shouts of a few humans milling about the fairgrounds.
I eyed Moonpie warily as he paused, clearly gathering his thoughts. At last, the scruffy tomcat continued in a low rumble.
"You want strange? I'll give you strange." He leaned forward, jade eyes glinting. "Word on the street is, that police human who died was the leader of the police human pack. Found dead in that creepy funhouse over there."
"I see," I replied, keeping my tone even because I didn't want to give away the fact that I already knew all about the death. "And did this...unfortunate incident bear any relation to the suspicious behavior you witnessed previously?"
Moonpie's tail lashed as he considered my query. "Who knows. Humans are strange." He came closer and whispered, "Do you know they stand under the water and get clean? I heard that they do that. It's really weird."
He fell silent again, whiskers twitching contemplatively. I resisted the urge to prod him further, instinctively sensing he wasn't finished.
Sure enough, after a few moments Moonpie spoke again, his gravelly tone taking on a conspiratorial edge.
"There's more, too. I've seen shady characters lurking around the grounds at night when the place is supposed to be closed up tight. Walking through the shadows like they're up to no good. Last week, I spotted a scrawny little man with weird eyes slipping into that same food tent at night saying something about poison and murder. I tell you, Josephina, those humans in there are terrible."
My fur stood on end at this revelation. What sort of nefarious schemes could the humans be hatching here? I opened my mouth to respond, but Moonpie kept going, his words tumbling out in a hushed torrent.
"Then, just a couple nights ago, I saw a big man - looked like he could snap a human clean in two with his hands - heading into the funhouse after hours with a couple of his buddies. I hightailed it outta there before they could spot me, but not before I heard muffled shouts and what sounded like a fight coming from inside."
The scruffy tomcat fell silent, chest heaving slightly from his impassioned recounting. I stared at him, at an utter loss for words. If even half of what he described was true, it painted a grim picture indeed of the seedier doings transpiring behind this fair's cheerful facade.
Before I could formulate a response, Peach spoke up from beside me, his tone tinged with trepidation.
"You...you don't think that dead human you mentioned could've been mixed up in whatever shady business is going on here, do you, Moonpie — I'm sorry, Killer?" I hid a grin behind my paw at Peach's insistence on humoring Moonpie by calling him 'Killer', but I thought it was polite . 
The words hung heavy in the air between us. I shot my brother a warning glance - the very idea that we could be caught up in human criminal affairs was deeply unsettling. Still, I couldn't dismiss the troubling implications of Moonpie's words so easily.
"Maybe." Moonpie said. "Maybe the human ate too much food from the food tent. They fed me so much I almost passed out. They kept calling me cute. I tell you, stay clear of the humans in that place. There's something not right about that place."
Drawing myself up to my full height, I fixed Moonpie with my best imperious stare.
"I thank you for sharing your...insights into the peculiar events unfolding here," I said, keeping my tone measured. "Clearly there are distressing undercurrents we weren't aware of. For now, I suggest we all tread carefully and keep our eyes peeled for any other suspicious activity. Be careful, Killer."
Moonpie dipped his head in assent, his eyes glinting with an unreadable expression. For all his gruff bravado, I couldn't shake the feeling the scruffy loner knew more than he was letting on about the shadowy dealings afoot here.
As I led Peach away, throwing one last inscrutable glance over my shoulder at Moonpie, a frisson of trepidation coursed through me. I couldn't put my paw on it, but something told me we were now players in a dangerous game that extended far beyond the fairgrounds' merry chaos.
Whatever dark forces were at work here, I could only think about  I needed to get away from the dirt and dust flying around this place. I looked up at the sun in the sky and turned to Peach. 
"Mom is probably in the place where humans put their cars. Let's go."






  
  Chapter 5


I sat on the sofa with Peach curled up beside me, while Josephina perched primly on the armrest. Alex leaned against the fireplace mantel with his arms crossed, listening intently as my two cats described what they had seen at the fairgrounds.  
"It was so dirty there, Mama," Josephina said, wrinkling her pink nose in disgust. "The rides were full of dust. And that awful funhouse was the worst! It smelled like death and the mirrors were all smudged and cracked. Definitely not fun at all."
I reached over to stroke Josephina's soft fur. "I'm sorry it wasn't a pleasant place for you, my darling."
"We did meet another cat though," Peach piped up eagerly. "His name is Moonpie but he told us to call him Killer. He's small but tried to act all tough by picking a fight with me when I wanted to eat."
Josephina let out an exasperated sigh. "Peach, that isn't even close to the truth. I had to put myself between you two ruffians to prevent a senseless brawl." 
I tried not to smile at Josephina's overly dramatic phrasing. She gave a delicate shake of her head, the white fur on her regal face catching the afternoon sunlight. 
"This Moonpie cat was quite taken with Josephina," Peach continued with a mischievous glance at his sister. "I could tell he liked her a lot. He wanted to rub faces with her."
Josephina's tail swished in irritation but I caught a hint of something else, something that told me what Peach was saying was true. My graceful girl wasn't one to admit embarrassment easily. 
"Well obviously he admired me," she said loftily. "Everyone does. I am extremely loveable and pretty." 
I reached over to tickle under her chin. "Yes you are, my sweet Jojo. Did you notice anything else at the fairgrounds?"
Peach's triangular ears perked up. "There was a sad looking woman crying about someone named Ryan. She seemed really upset."
I turned to Alex with widened eyes. "Ryan was Chief Michaels' name, right? Would he know someone named Sara?."
Alex nodded, his handsome face darkening. "That's Sara Michaels, his wife. I should pay her a visit to offer my condolences." 
"Josephina and Peach met her today," I said. "What else did you notice, kitten?"
"Mama, Peach did the cutest thing when he saw that sad lady crying," Josephina said, looking over at her brother with an uncharacteristically tender expression. "He walked right up and pranced around to try and make her feel better."
Peach squirmed sheepishly beside me, his orange fur fluffing up. "Aw, it was nothing. I just didn't like seeing her so upset."
"Well it meant a lot to her," Josephina continued. "She told Peach how much she wished her husband Ryan had just stayed home instead of going to the fair that day."
I looked over at Alex, whose strong jaw had tensed up as he heard my cats meowing at me. "The Chief was there because his wife was a contest judge, right? I remember you mentioned something about it when we were drinking lemonade. They are saying that Sara said that she wished he'd stayed home."
Alex gave a solemn nod. "Sara Michaels was one of the judges for the fair's baking contest. I'm sure he was there to support her." His voice trailed off, not needing to finish the thought.
"That's so sad," I murmured, feeling a pang for the grieving widow. "I can't imagine how devastated she must feel."
"Oh, there's more too!" Peach spoke up again. "Someone tried feeding me some people food at the fair. When I tried to eat it, that Moonpie cat got all mad and jumped on me! He came from nowhere."
Josephina rolled her eyes. "As usual, Peach is leaving out some crucial details. Yes, he did try to eat whatever slop was offered to him and Moonpie jumped on him. But then that mangy Moonpie jumped on him like he's the king of the fairgrounds and owns the entire place!" Josephina looked at the ceiling, lost in thought. "Actually, maybe he does."
She flicked her tail indignantly. "So that's when I had to step in and put myself between the two idiots to break it up. That's when this horribly rude female human came storming over, screaming about us being a public nuisance!"
Josephina shuddered, her single ear flattening. "She had this big broom and started waving it at us, trying to scare us off. You know how I feel about brooms, Mama. She was scary."
I leaned forward, my heart racing with the new details my clever cats had uncovered. "Josephina, what else did this Moonpie tell you?"
Josephina sat up a little straighter, her body commanding my full attention. "Well, Moonpie said he saw a lot of suspicious activity around the fairgrounds. He told us he saw a small man with weird eyes sneak into the food tent and said something about poisons and murder."
I glanced over at Detective Carrington, who was listening intently, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Was he tampering with the food? That could be important. What else did Moonpie see?"
"Moonpie didn't say. He also said he witnessed a police officer yelling at the Chief while they were near the barn with the other animals," Josephina continued. "And then Moonpie saw a large man sneak into the funhouse with a group of other people, all of them looking rather shifty. They might have had a fight in there because they made a lot of noise."
I turned to Alex, my green eyes wide with concern. "Josephina and Peach saw a lot of suspicious activity at the fairgrounds. A small man with weird eyes who snuck into the food tent, talking about poisons and murder, a police officer arguing with the Chief, and a large man sneaking into the funhouse with others. Another cat there, named Moonpie witnessed all of this."
Alex's jaw tightened, his expression grave. "That's very valuable information. It could be a crucial lead in uncovering what really happened to Chief Michaels." He pushed off the mantel, his gaze intense. "I just don't know how to work with information that was given to me by my girlfriend's cats. No one would believe me."
Wait a second, girlfriend? We still need to talk about that. I thought, before putting it to the back of my mind.
Before I had a chance to process what he'd said, Alex took me by the hand and pulled me up. "Let's walk around the neighborhood and talk about what to do next. Walking helps me think."
I scooped Josephina up and nuzzled her soft cheek. "Mama's going for a little walk with Alex, but I'll be back soon. You get some rest, my darling."
Josephina blinked at me. "Very well. I shall take a luxurious nap in the sunbeam by the turret window." She paused, giving me an expectant look. "Speaking of luxury, when will my new iPad arrive? I simply can't wait to watch the new meerkat documentary."
I chuckled, giving her a gentle squeeze. "Don't worry, your royal highness. The new iPad should be here in a few days once it comes in the mail."
Josephina wrinkled her delicate nose. "Mail? I don't understand this 'mail' concept. I think that means a human brings it to me. I'll wait." She nuzzled against my cheek before hopping down and sauntering up the staircase, her tail held high.
I shook my head with a smile before turning to Alex. His warm brown eyes crinkled at the corners as he gazed at me. Without a word, he led me towards the front door.
As we strolled down the tree-lined street hand-in-hand, I couldn't help feeling a flutter of butterflies in my stomach. I still wasn't used to this new aspect of my life, a relationship with the handsome detective that all the ladies in the area called 'the hot cop'.  
"So Josephina and Peach really gave us some interesting information from their new cat friend Moonpie," Alex said, giving my fingers a gentle squeeze. "A small man potentially tampering with the food, a police officer arguing with the chief, and a group sneaking into the funhouse where the chief's body was found? It's too much of a coincidence."
I nodded, chewing my lower lip. "I know. And poor Mrs. Michaels."
Alex paused, turning to face me with those intense eyes. "Faith, I think we need to go back to the fairgrounds tonight and do a more thorough investigation. See if we can find any other clues or evidence to corroborate what your cats heard from Moonpie."
"You're right," I said with a resolute nod. "If Josephina and Peach's information really did have truth to it, we need to find proof. I'm in."






  
  Chapter 6


Alex gave my hand a gentle squeeze as we approached the main gates of the fairgrounds, the bright flags and banners now seeming more ominous than cheerful in the wake of Chief Michaels' tragic death.  
"We should split up and cover more ground," Alex said, his voice low and authoritative in a way that made my pulse quicken. "I'm going to talk to some people and see what they know about what's been going on."
I nodded, taking another fortifying sip of water. "Good idea. I'll head over to the food tent area and look for any signs of tampering."
Alex's warm brown eyes crinkled at the corners as he flashed me that half-smile that made my knees go weak. "Be careful over there, okay? Meet me back at the entrance in an hour."
"You too," I murmured, giving his hand one last squeeze before we parted ways.
As I made my way down the winding path towards the food tent area, I couldn't help but glance around nervously. The fairgrounds were nearly deserted, only a few stragglers and carnival workers milling about. I guess the news about the Chief's death the night before was doing a lot to keep people at home. An unexpected flash of white caught my eye in the shadowy area beneath the Ferris wheel.
I paused, squinting to get a better look. A sleek black cat with a distinctive white patch on his chest emerged cautiously from the darkness. Could it be...?
"Moonpie?" I called out tentatively. "Moonpie, is that you?"
The cat froze, his bright eyes regarding me warily from beneath the safety of the Ferris wheel. Of course, he must be terribly skittish around humans after all he'd witnessed.
Remembering what Josephina had told me, I tried again in a gentle tone. "Killer? It's okay, I'm a friend of Josephina and Peach."
At the sound of his preferred name, the black and white cat perked up his ears, taking a few slow, hesitant steps toward me. I held my breath, not wanting to spook him.
"That's it, Killer," I murmured soothingly. "I'm not going to hurt you. My name is Faith, and I just want to ask you a few questions about what you saw here."
Moonpie crept forward another few paces, his tail swishing behind him. As he emerged fully into the light, I could see the intelligence shining in his bright eyes. This was no ordinary stray cat. 
I'd seen him before, the night that the Chief died. Moonpie was the cat who'd weaved between my legs in search of affection while I was walking to Amy's car.
I gave Moonpie a warm smile, trying to put the skittish stray at ease. "Josephina and Peach told me that you've seen a lot of things happening around the fairgrounds recently, Killer."
Moonpie's eyes widened and he let out a surprised meow, his tail twitching nervously. Of course, he must be wondering how I could possibly know what my feline friends had relayed to me.
"It's okay," I soothed. "I'm Josephina and Peach's mother. I know it might sound crazy, but I can actually speak to them. They're the ones who told me about you and the argument you overheard."
Moonpie cocked his head, clearly puzzled by my admission. I felt a pang of regret, wishing I could communicate with this street-wise cat directly instead of having to go through my precious fur babies as intermediaries.
"I'm so sorry, Killer. I don't know how to speak your language," I said, my voice tinged with apology. "But I was hoping you might be able to walk around the fairgrounds with me and show me who it was that you told Josephina and Peach about? The one you saw arguing with the Chief?"
Moonpie regarded me silently for a long moment, as if weighing whether or not to trust this strange human who claimed to converse with cats. Finally, he let out a soft meow and turned away, padding slowly in the opposite direction. He glanced over his shoulder, checking to see if I was following along.
"Lead the way," I murmured, falling into step behind the savvy feline guide.
As we made our way down the path, I couldn't help stealing sidelong glances at Moonpie. He moved with such purpose and poise, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for potential threats. I found myself in awe of his street smarts and self-assuredness.
If this cat had witnessed something crucial the night the Chief was murdered, perhaps he could provide the key to cracking the case wide open. I just hoped I could interpret his signals correctly as we retraced his steps.
I followed closely behind Moonpie as the savvy stray led me towards the animal barn at the far end of the fairgrounds. His tail swished confidently from side to side as he navigated the winding paths with ease.
As we approached the large red barn, Moonpie suddenly stopped and let out a soft meow, peering up at me expectantly. I scanned the area and that's when I noticed the police officer leaning against the barn, his uniform crisp and his hat pulled low over his eyes.
Moonpie meowed again, more insistently this time, and padded a few steps closer to the officer before glancing back at me. My heart started pounding as the realization sank in - this must be the man Moonpie had seen arguing with the Chief!
Trying to appear nonchalant, I approached the barn, giving the officer a friendly wave. "Hello! I'm so sorry to bother you, but I was just wondering if you could help me for a second?"
The officer straightened up, eyeing me warily. "What can I do for you, ma'am?"
"I'm looking for the lost and found," I said, putting on my best damsel in distress act. "I seemed to have misplaced my earring somewhere around here."
He jutted his chin towards the main entrance area. "Should be a tent set up over there for lost items. Anything turned in gets taken there."
"Thanks so much!" I gave him my brightest smile. "I'm Faith, by the way. What's your name?"
The officer's eyes narrowed slightly at my attempt at familiarity, but he answered gruffly, "Officer Lewis."
Bingo. I committed the name to memory, planning to ask Alex to look into whether this Officer Lewis had reported any altercation with the Chief prior to his death.
"Well, I better get looking for that earring!" I said cheerfully. "You take care now, officer!"
As I turned and headed back down the path, I beckoned for Moonpie to follow me with a soft clicking sound. The streetwise cat trotted along obediently at my heels.
Once we were out of Officer Lewis's line of sight, I knelt down so I was at eye level with Moonpie.
"Good job showing me who you saw, Killer," I murmured. "That was really helpful. Now, I was wondering if you could lead me over to the food tent area? Josephina said you told her about seeing a small man sneaking in there..."
Moonpie cocked his head, seeming to consider my request. After a moment, he let out a soft affirmative meow and started off down the path again. I hurried to keep up, eager to see what other clues this incredible cat might be able to provide.
I followed closely as Moonpie led me towards the bustling food tent area, the scents flowing through the air. Despite the somber circumstances surrounding our investigation, my stomach rumbled traitorously at the delicious aromas.
As we drew nearer, a loud shout made me jump. "Shoo! Get outta here, you mangy thing!" 
A stout woman with her hair pulled back in a messy bun emerged from the tent, waving a dishrag menacingly at Moonpie. The poor cat froze in his tracks, his eyes widening with fear.
"Now wait just a minute," I called out, hurrying over with a frown. "There's no need for that kind of language towards a harmless animal."
The woman whirled towards me, her face flushed an angry shade of crimson. "That darn cat is always sniffing around here, scaring off the customers! I've had to chase him away a hundred times."
I placed a gentle hand on Moonpie's back, feeling his little body trembling beneath my palm. "He's just a stray trying to get by," I said soothingly. "There's no need to be so mean."
The woman opened her mouth to protest, but I shot her a look that must have given her pause. With a huff of annoyance, she turned and stomped back inside the tent, muttering under her breath.
I crouched down beside Moonpie, stroking his soft fur. "I'm so sorry about that, Killer," I murmured. "Some people just don't understand."
Moonpie let out a pitiful little mew, leaning into my hand gratefully. After a few comforting pets, he seemed to have regained his composure. With a quick lick to my fingers, he turned and scampered off, disappearing between the tents and trailers with his tail held high.
I watched him go with a pang of sadness, wishing there was more I could do to help the poor stray. But Moonpie was clearly a savvy survivor, and trying to intervene further would likely just spook him. I'd have to content myself with the invaluable information he'd already provided.
Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and headed into the food tent, my senses immediately assaulted by a heavenly blend of spices and simmering chili. It looked like some sort of cook-off was in full swing, with several burly, bearded men clustered around steaming pots on the long grill.
There was Big Jim, a mountain of a man with beefy forearms covered in colorful tattoos. He stirred his vat of chili methodically, his face set in an intense scowl of concentration. 
Next to him, Pops Reynolds - a wizened old-timer who must have been in his eighties - carefully ladled samples into styrofoam cups for the judges to taste. A beatific smile played across his weathered features as he savored the scent of his signature recipe.
In the far corner, the Ramirez brothers - Miguel and Jorge - engaged in a heated debate in rapid-fire Spanish, gesturing animatedly towards their respective chili pots. The pair had apparently been rivals in the chili competition for decades.
I made my way further into the crowded food tent, weaving between the tables and grills as my eyes scanned the various cooks hard at work. Over in one corner, a slender woman with close-cropped silver hair and glasses tended to a massive vat of some kind of soup or stew, stirring the contents with a long wooden spoon. Despite her petite stature, she moved with an efficient, no-nonsense air that immediately commanded respect.
Next to her station, a muscular young man with olive skin and dark, intense eyes carefully arranged a platter of what looked like homemade tamales. He worked with practiced precision, deftly folding the masa dough around the savory fillings. A light sheen of sweat glistened on his brow from the heat of the nearby grill.
Across the way, an elderly couple - their faces creased with laugh lines and sun-worn from years outdoors - sat peeling what seemed like bushels of fresh corn. A large cauldron bubbled nearby, no doubt filled with the makings of some kind of classic comfort food dish. They moved in perfect sync, their hands a blur as the golden kernels rained down into a large metal bowl between them.
Near the entrance, I spotted several long folding tables set up to serve as judging stations. Rows of numbered plates and cups were arranged in an orderly fashion, each one waiting to be sampled and scrutinized by the contest officials. My gaze landed on the placard in front of one station that read "Sara Michaels, Head Judge" in bold lettering. The chair behind it sat empty and forlorn.
"There you are." The rich timbre of Alex's voice made me jump slightly. I turned to find him striding towards me through the maze of tents, his face etched with that intense look of concentration I knew so well.
"Any luck talking to people?" I asked hopefully as he reached my side.
Alex shook his head, his expression grim. "I'm afraid not. Everyone I spoke to seemed pretty shaken up over what happened with the Chief, but no one had any solid leads." 
He glanced around the bustling food tent, his eyes narrowing slightly as he took in the various cooking stations. "We may just have to wait until the fair closes up for the night and see if anyone suspicious shows up after hours."
"Actually, I might have a lead for us thanks to an...unconventional source."
One dark brow arched upwards as Alex regarded me curiously. "Oh? Do tell."
Quickly, I relayed the details of my encounter with Moonpie and how he had led me straight to Officer Lewis - the man he'd claimed argued with the Chief prior to his death. I also mentioned Moonpie guiding me to the food tent area where he'd spotted some suspicious activity.
By the time I finished, Alex's eyes had widened with a mix of surprise and intrigue. He ran a hand through his tousled dark hair, letting out a low whistle.
"Well I'll be... Looks like we've got one smart little kitty on our side." Despite the seriousness of the situation, the corners of his mouth twitched upwards in a hint of a smile. 
"Let's at least stick around and see how this cooking contest plays out," Alex murmured, his eyes scanning the busy tent with renewed interest. "Whoever this guy is that Moonpie spotted sneaking in here, they'll probably show up again once the winners are announced."
I nodded in agreement, letting my gaze drift over the various cooking stations. The scents wafting through the air were enough to make my mouth water, despite the grim circumstances surrounding our visit.  
As the afternoon wore on, the judging commenced in earnest. Big Jim, the burly tattooed man, let out a whoop of triumph when his vat of award-winning chili was announced as the first place winner in that category. He pounded the other cooks heartily on their broad backs, clearly reveling in his moment of glory.
Next up was the soup and stew division. The petite woman with the close-cropped silver hair whom I'd noticed earlier bowed and gave a curt nod when she won. I caught a glimpse of her name tag - Mary Waterson - her shoulders squared with pride.  
One by one, the other winners were called out amidst cheers and applause. A beaming Pops Reynolds grinned ear-to-ear as his beloved chili recipe earned him second place honors. The Ramirez brothers shook hands stiffly after getting first place, their expressions a mix of pride and sibling rivalry.
The tamale maker - a young man with olive skin and intense dark eyes - stepped forward to accept a red ribbon. His name was Miguel Castillo, according to the announcement. Miguel insisted on shaking each judge's hand firmly, the corners of his mouth quirking upwards in the barest hint of a proud smile.
Next up was the elderly couple who had been diligently shucking countless ears of corn earlier. They beamed from ear-to-ear as their corn pudding dish earned them second place in the classics category. Mrs. Edna Whitaker and her husband Frank accepted their ribbons with grace, waving cheerfully to the smattering of applause.
In the pie division, a plump woman with rosy cheeks and a bright pink apron tied around her ample waist was announced as the winner. Bertha Mae Johnson did an excited little jig as she went up to claim her blue ribbon, clutching her prizewinning apple pie to her chest. The sweet, sugary scent wafted through the tent, making my mouth water.
The bread category featured a tall, gangly teenager with a shock of unruly red curls and a smattering of freckles across his nose. Billy-Joe Prescott looked like he could barely believe his ears when his name was called for the first place bread loaf. He shuffled around shaking the other baker's hands, hunching his shoulders shyly amidst good-natured hoots and hollers from the other cooks.
As the last winners were announced, Alex leaned in close so only I could hear his low murmur. "Moonpie must have been wrong about what he saw. I've heard that cats don't have the best vision when they're so far away from something."
I stifled a sigh of disappointment, having been so hopeful that Moonpie's tip would pan out. Still, at least we had the other lead about Officer Lewis to pursue.
"Thanks for coming, everybody! Come back on Wednesday afternoon for the official awards ceremony and watch these folks officially get their prizes!" Someone announced over a speaker. 
With that, we made our way out of the bustling food tent area, weaving between the clusters of proud cooks and their food stations. The crowds had begun to thin out as the sun sank lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the fairgrounds.
That's when a familiar shape caught my eye near the exit gates - the sleek black and white form of our feline informant. Moonpie was perched atop an overturned crate, grooming himself with one paw.
"There's our little buddy," I said with a smile, breaking off from Alex to approach the savvy stray. "Hey there, Killer."
Moonpie paused mid-lick, his bright eyes swiveling up to regard me with recognition. A loud purr rumbled from his throat as I reached down to scratch beneath his chin.
"Thanks for all your help today," I murmured. "I promise I'll check in on you again soon, okay?"
To my surprise, Moonpie reached up with both front paws, pressing them gently against my wrist and pulled my hand towards him. He leaned in, nuzzling his whiskery cheek against the back of my hand in an unmistakable gesture of affection. My heart swelled at the trusting motion from the once-aloof stray.
"You stay safe out there," I told him softly, giving his head one final fond stroke as he made several brushes with his face on my pants.
As Alex and I turned to exit the fairgrounds, I couldn't shake the warm feeling brought on by that small connection with Moonpie. For all his rough exterior, he had such a gentle, loving soul. I silently vowed to make sure he was taken care of, no matter what happened with this investigation.






Chapter 7


I snuggled deeper into Alex's strong embrace as we lounged together on the plush living room couch. The opening credits of some romantic comedy flickered across the TV screen, but I was only half paying attention. My mind kept drifting back to the eventful evening at the fair and that unexpected moment of tenderness with Moonpie.  
A familiar pattering of paws on the hardwood floor made me glance up. Josephina was cautiously descending the staircase, her bright green eyes immediately zeroing in on us with a curious intensity. Peach lifted his head lazily from where he was napping near the couch.
"Well, well, if it isn't the queen herself gracing us with her presence," Alex teased affectionately as Josephina approached. She favored him with a regal blink before turning her pointed stare my way.
"What have you been up to, Mom?" Her delicate pink nose twitched as she leaned in to sniff at me inquisitively. 
"Alex and I were just at the fair investigating the case," I replied, reaching out to give her soft white head an affectionate stroke.
Josephina recoiled suddenly, her expression turning to one of outrage as another whiff hit her sensitive nostrils. "You reek of that mangy tomcat!" she hissed indignantly. "How dare he mark you with his stench!"
I couldn't help but chuckle at her overdramatic reaction. "Oh, Josie. Moonpie's not so bad once you get to know him. He was actually really sweet and helpful today."
"I don't want to hear a single nice thing about that foul beast!" Josephina spat, her tail lashing in agitation. "He's nothing but a filthy alley prowler. You should stay far, far away from him, Mom."
A rumbling purr of amusement came from Peach's direction. "I tried to warn you, sis," he meowed lazily, those pale green eyes of his half-cracked. "Moonpie has a crush on you."
I chuckled at Peach's remark, giving his fluffy head an affectionate ruffle as Josephina leapt gracefully onto my lap. She nuzzled against me, her soft fur brushing my cheek as she settled in a tight loaf.
"You may smell like an outside cat," she murmured, fixing me with those brilliant emerald eyes. "But I love you enough to overlook it, Mama." 
A warmth blossomed in my chest at her words. Despite her occasionally snobbish airs, Josephina's devotion was as pure and steadfast as they came. I planted a grateful kiss atop her head, earning a contented purr.
Alex draped an arm around my shoulders, his fingers idly playing with a strand of my hair as we turned our attention back to the movie. I tried to focus on the silly romantic antics unfolding onscreen, but my mind kept straying to the investigation.
What had that eccentric Moonpie really seen that night at the fair? And who was the mysterious man he spoke of? Did it mean anything at all? 
The movie's credits began to roll, jolting me from my troubled reverie. Alex let out a low whistle as he stretched his arms overhead. "Well, that was certainly...something."
I managed a half-hearted giggle, snuggling closer against the solid warmth of his body. "Will you talk to Officer Lewis about the fight tomorrow?" I asked. 
"I definitely will. Don't worry, babe. We're going to get to the bottom of this. The Chief's autopsy and tox  sometime tomorrow.." Alex tilted my chin up, his dark eyes burning with determination. Our lips met in a lingering, searing kiss that left my head spinning deliriously.
As he pulled away with a roguish grin, Josephina piped up from her cozy perch on my lap. "So, this Moonpie character... I hope he was behaving himself."  Her tone attempted nonchalance, but I could detect the undercurrent of curiosity simmering beneath.
"Well, from what I could tell, he seems like a pretty nice guy," I began cautiously, watching her reaction. "A little rough around the edges, sure, but he has a good heart."
Alex held his hand out for me as he stood up, ready to go home. "What do you feel about going back to the fair once or twice? I think we should finally try to have some fun there."
I held his hand and stood up as I nodded. "Yes, I'd like that. Tomorrow?"
As Alex leaned in, I tilted my head slightly, closing my eyes as the space between us vanished. When our lips met, it was a tender, gentle kiss, exploring the thrilling newness of it. The kiss deepened gradually, filled with a promise that made my heart swell. Each moment lingered, every touch a sweet caress.
Alex's hand lingered on the doorknob as he prepared to leave, his dark eyes smoldering with a mix of longing and determination. "I'll see you tomorrow, babe."
As he reluctantly pulled away and slipped out the door, Josephina wasted no time in voicing her indignation. "That outside cat had the nerve to rub his foul stench all over you!" she fumed, "We simply must go confront him at once and teach him some manners."
I couldn't help but laugh at her outrage over poor Moonpie. "Josie, he was just being friendly. I promise it's not that big of a deal."
"Not a big deal?" she sputtered, her delicate nostrils flaring. "Why, it's the highest offense! He's lucky I wasn't there. I'd love to see him try that in front of me! Take me back to see him!"
Peach, who had been lounging nearby, let out an amused purr at his sister's dramatics. "Sounds to me like someone has a little crush on Moonpie," he teased, batting a paw playfully in her direction.
Josephina whirled on him with an indignant hiss. "Don't be utterly ridiculous! That foul beast repulses me. I simply can't abide such uncouth behavior directed at our dear mother. He knows cat rules. You can't rub against just anyone who treats you kindly!"
Chuckling, I scooped her up and nuzzled her soft white fur, planting a kiss atop her head. "Don't worry, Your Majesty. I will take you back to the fairgrounds when Alex and I return, as long as you promise to stay out of trouble." 
Josephina humphed but nuzzled back contentedly, her earlier ire seeming to dissipate under my affectionate strokes. After feeding them their dinner, both of them followed me upstairs to the cozy sanctuary of my bedroom.
Wrapping my arms around my beloved fur babies, I let out a contented sigh and allowed the gentle rumble of their purrs to lull me into a peaceful slumber.













      ***I awoke to the familiar sensation of soft fur brushing against my cheek, accompanied by a gentle but insistent nudge. Cracking one eye open, I was greeted by Josephina's bright green gaze peering intently into mine.
"Good morning, my little princess," I murmured, stifling a yawn as I reached out to stroke her silky white coat. "Is someone hungry?"
Josephina bobbed her head in an imperious nod. "Dreadfully so, Mama. That slothful brother of mine has already abandoned us in pursuit of his paramour."
I blinked in confusion at her cryptic statement before realization dawned. "Oh, you mean Peach went to see Daisy?" At her confirming sniff, I couldn't help but chuckle. "And he told you he'd try to get Jerry to feed him, right?"
Jerry was my neighbor who owned the local hardware store and a calico cat named Daisy, Peach's girlfriend. He also happened to possess the unique ability to communicate with felines, just as I could. It was a handy talent when it came to keeping tabs on my mischievous furball duo. The difference with Jerry was that he could speak to all cats, not only his own, like I could.
Josephina's delicate nose crinkled in distaste. "I adore Jerry, but that man spoils Peach terribly with those horrendous canned morsels he insists on feeding him. I, for one, have far more refined tastes."
Laughing, I scooped her up and deposited her on the soft comforter as I slid out of bed. "Well then, Your Majesty, what would you prefer for breakfast this fine morning? Perhaps a gourmet dish of tuna and cream?"
Her eyes lit up at the prospect, and she gave an approving flick of her tail as she daintily groomed a stray tuft of fur. "That would be acceptable, I suppose. Please hurry. I'm simply wasting away over here."
Shaking my head in fond amusement, I padded downstairs to the kitchen, Josephina's regal presence trailing regally behind me. As I popped a couple of English muffins into the toaster oven for myself, I opened a fresh can of tuna and mixed in a dollop of heavy cream before presenting the treat to my pampered feline friend.
Josephina sniffed it delicately before taking a few polite bites, her eyes drifting closed in bliss. "I love breakfast. You always spoil me, don't you, Mama?"
A sudden knock at the front door interrupted our peaceful morning routine. Josephina's head swiveled instantly toward the sound, her good ear perking up in alertness as I rose to answer it.
When I opened the door, I found a delivery person holding a familiar square package. "Delivery for Miss Faith Hayes?"
"That's me," I confirmed with a smile, scrawling my signature on the electronic pad he offered.
As the delivery person departed, Josephina came bounding over, her earlier lethargy forgotten as she eyed the package hungrily. "Oh, yes! My new iPad has arrived at last!"
Her previous tablet had unfortunately met an untimely demise during a recent break-in, much to her dismay. Gently tearing open the box, I retrieved the sleek device and handed it to her eager paws.
Josephina wasted no time in powering it on, her fluffy white tail swishing excitedly. "Excellent, simply excellent! Now I can finally finish that mystery novel I had been reading. I was almost finished, you know. Do let me know when you're ready to take me back to the fairgrounds, Mama. I have a strong desire to...discuss proper etiquette with that uncouth Moonpie."
Laughing softly, I simply nodded in acquiescence as I settled back down at the table with my breakfast, content to let my beloved Josephina revel in her new gadget. 
I savored the last few bites of my English muffin, washing it down with a sip of freshly brewed coffee. Across the table, Josephina was completely engrossed in her new iPad, her paws deftly swiping and tapping away as she immersed herself in her digital literary world.
The shrill ringing of my cell phone broke the tranquil morning silence. Josephina's ear twitched in annoyance at the intrusion, but she didn't look up from her screen. Snagging the phone, I felt a small flutter of warmth as Alex's name flashed across the display.
"Good morning, Alex," I answered warmly, unable to resist a smile at the thought of the handsome detective. It was nice to hear from him so soon after our movie night the evening before. "What can I do for you?"
"Morning, Faith." His rich baritone voice caressed my name in that subtly husky way that never failed to make me melt. "I've got an update on the case. The autopsy results just came back."
I felt my breath catch in my throat as a sense of grim anticipation washed over me. "And? What did they find?"
There was a weighted pause before Alex responded, his tone grave. "Traces of cyanide poisoning. It's looking more and more like the chief's death wasn't an accident. Some people are saying it was a suicide."
A soft gasp escaped my lips as the weight of his words sank in. Poisoned? Sweet, but gruff Chief Michaels? It seemed unfathomable, and yet...
"But Alex," I found myself protesting weakly. "You can't possibly think it was suicide, do you? The chief didn't strike me as the type to... and why would he go to the funhouse?"
"I know, I know," he said, a hint of weariness creeping into his voice. "Believe me, I'm just as skeptical. But we have to consider all possibilities at this stage. I'll be spending the day digging deeper, retracing his steps, interviewing potential witnesses..."
My heart sank a little at the implication of his words. "I take it that means our plans to return to the fairgrounds tonight are on hold?"
"'Fraid so," Alex confirmed with a resigned sigh. "But if anything changes and I get a free window, you'll be the first one I call, okay? I could really use some...unique insights on this one, if you know what I mean."
"Peach and Josephina?" I said. 
"They might be able to get places that you and I can't." 
I let out a soft sigh as I ended the call with Alex, a small frown tugging at my lips. While I understood the demands of his job, a part of me had been looking forward to teaming up again to further investigate the chief's untimely demise. There was something thrilling yet comforting about working alongside Alex's steady presence.
My melancholic musings were interrupted by a familiar jingle of bells as the front door swung open. Peach came bounding inside, his fur sticking up in tufts and a few twigs clinging to his coat.
"There you are, little man," I mock-scolded as he trotted over and headbutted my shin affectionately. "Let me guess - you've been off romancing that pretty little Daisy again?"
"Don't act so scandalized, Mama," came the unmistakable sound of Jerry's gruff voice from the doorway. "Young love and all that."
I looked up with a warm smile as my neighbor let himself in, his large frame dwarfing the entryway. In his arms was cradled a very pampered-looking Daisy, her calico fur neatly groomed.
"Well, hello there, Jerry! And Daisy, you're looking as lovely as ever," I greeted them both. "It's been too long!"
Jerry chuckled as he set Daisy down, the feline immediately padding over to give Peach an affectionate lick on the cheek. "That it has, Faith. I was beginning to think you'd forgotten all about your poor old neighbor!"
Josephina, having tired of her iPad for the moment, sauntered over to join the furry reunion, her lone ear twitching in curiosity. "Hello, Jerry dear. I trust you've been keeping that brother of mine out of too much trouble?"
Chuckling again, Jerry shook his head in amusement. "As much as any human can hope to with that little scamp, pretty lady. You know how he gets when Daisy's involved."
We shared a warm laugh at Peach's expense as he simply preened under the attention, clearly unbothered. 
"So, Faith," Jerry said once the laughter subsided, "I've been meaning to ask how that latest romance novel of yours has been coming along? Any juicy details you care to share with an old friend?"
I felt my cheeks flush slightly at his teasing inquiry. "Oh, you know how it goes - I'm sure the last thing you want to hear are the torrid details of some fictional lovers' escapades!"
Jerry opened his mouth to protest, but I swiftly steered the conversation in a different direction. "Actually, I'm sure you've probably heard about the...incident at the county fair this weekend?"
His expression sobered instantly as he nodded grimly. "You mean with poor old Chief Michaels, God rest his soul? The whole town's been buzzing about it."
"Well," I said carefully, "the latest update is that it's looking more and more like the chief was poisoned. With cyanide, if you can believe it. Alex and I were the people who found his body in the funhouse."
Jerry's eyes widened in shock as he absorbed my words. "Poisoned? But...who in their right mind would want to do something like that to him? He was a good man, if a bit rough around the edges."
I shrugged helplessly. "That's what the police are trying to figure out. I'm sure it'll be all over the news soon enough."
Jerry shook his head slowly, his brow furrowed in consternation. "It's a damn shame, is what it is. I can't even begin to imagine who could've had it out for the chief like that. He didn't deserve to go out that way."
I watched Jerry's expression morph into one of contemplation as he mulled over my words. After a momentary pause, his eyes regained their familiar sparkle of mischief.
"You know, Faith, there just might be someone who can shed some light on this whole sordid affair," he began slowly. "A certain...cat friend of mine."
My brows knit together in confusion until realization struck. "Oh! You mean one of the local strays you sometimes feed down at the hardware store?"
Jerry nodded sagely. "That's the one. A big, fluffy black fellow - real friendly guy. I call him Moonpie. He tolerates it because I feed him - he likes to call himself 'Killer'."
The sound of an indignant huff from the adjacent room drew my gaze. Peering around the corner, I spotted Josephina's sleek white form, her lone ear perked in our direction as she not-so-subtly eavesdropped. Her bright green eyes narrowed infinitesimally at the mention of Moonpie's name.
Clearly, my regal feline still harbored some resentment toward the stray tom who had developed an obvious infatuation with her during our previous encounters. I bit back an amused smile, electing not to draw attention to her spying for now.
"Moonpie, huh?" I echoed thoughtfully. "Well, it just so happens that Peach and Josephina have already...shall we say, crossed paths with this particular cat during their initial explorations of the fairgrounds. I met him too."
Jerry's bushy brows rose in surprise. "Is that so? Well, I'll be. That rascal does have a knack for getting around, I'll give him that. Did they happen to glean anything useful from him?"
I hesitated, mulling over how to respond. The truth was, my feline companions had indeed picked up some intriguing tidbits during their interactions with Moonpie. Tantalizing clues, even, that could potentially aid the investigation into the chief's untimely demise.
But the details were so...outlandish, so difficult to articulate or substantiate through more conventional means. Would it be wise to divulge what I knew, or would it only serve to undermine my credibility in Jerry's eyes?
Sensing my internal conflict, Jerry reached out and gave my arm a reassuring pat. "Hey now, none of that self-doubting, you hear? If those furry detectives picked up on something, I'd put good money that it's worth looking into."
His earnest gaze held a glimmer of understanding, reminding me that this was Jerry - one of the few people in the world blessed with the same uncanny gift of speaking to cats that I possessed. If anyone could reserve judgment and hear me out, it was him.
Drawing a steadying breath, I began to recount the bizarre revelations that Josephina and Peach had imparted during our previous discussion of their exploits. Jerry listened intently, his expression growing increasingly pensive..
When I finally trailed off, he remained silent for a long stretch, seemingly lost in contemplation. At last, he spoke up, his voice tinged with a hint of wariness.
"Listen, Faith, I know that Moonpie's a good-natured sort. Wouldn't hurt a fly, if you catch my drift. But...well, he's still just a cat at the end of the day. He might not have the firmest grasp on how us humans operate, if you know what I mean."
Jerry's words gave me pause, forcing me to reevaluate the validity of the clues my Moonpie had so eagerly presented to Peach and Josephina. Jerry was right - he was a stray who probably didn't trust many humans, and that meant he didn't know how we worked. 
With a weary sigh, I found myself nodding slowly in reluctant agreement. "You might have a point there, Jerry. Maybe I should take another look at things from a different angle before jumping to any wild conclusions."
Jerry offered me an understanding smile, squeezing my shoulder in a comforting gesture. "There's my level-headed girl. Why don't you mull it over for a bit? I'm sure once that brilliant mind of yours has had a chance to put the pieces together properly, the real truth will come to light."
"You're absolutely right," I affirmed, rising to my feet with a decisive nod. "I'm not giving up on this just yet. Not by a long shot."
I couldn't help but smile warmly as Jerry regaled me with the latest update on Daisy's condition. The portly feline was currently curled up in a sunny spot near Jerry's feet, her calico fur rising and falling with each contented breath.
"So the vet says everything looks good?" I confirmed, unable to contain my delight at the prospect of a new litter of kittens in the neighborhood. 
Jerry nodded, his round face practically glowing with pride. "That's right - two little ones on the way, if the ultrasound is anything to go by. Should be sometime next month."
My gaze drifted over to where Peach was lounging nearby, preening his fluffy orange and white coat with a smug expression. Clearly, my dashing man was quite pleased with himself over becoming an expectant father. Catching my pointed look, he simply winked one pale green eye in my direction.
"Well, you'll have to let me know when the big day arrives," I told Jerry earnestly. "I'd be more than happy to chip in and help cover the vet costs, you know. It's only fair, considering..."
I trailed off with a meaningful glance toward Peach, but Jerry was already waving off my offer with one meaty hand.
"Now, now, none of that," he chided gruffly, though his eyes crinkled with warmth. "What kind of gentleman would I be if I let a lovely lady like yourself foot the bill, huh? Nah, I can handle it just fine."
Recognizing the stubborn set of his jaw, I knew better than to press the issue further. Jerry might have come across as a gruff teddy bear at times, but he had an undeniable code of chivalry ingrained in him.
"If you insist," I acquiesced with a small chuckle. "But at least let me bake you up a batch of those peanut butter cookies you love so much when the little ones arrive. Deal?"
The way Jerry's eyes lit up at the prospect was almost comical. "Well, now you're just playing dirty, trying to tempt a man like that! But you've got yourself a deal, missy."
Chuckling again, I simply shook my head in amusement as Jerry leveraged himself up from the cozy armchair with a grunt.
"Speaking of that little guy," he said, nodding toward where Peach was still languidly grooming himself. "I'd better get going - he was just headed this way when I was returning home from my walk, so I decided to join him and chat with you."
With one last wave and a parting hair ruffle for Peach, Jerry and Daisy made his way out the front door, whistling a jaunty tune under his breath. As soon as the door closed behind him, Peach immediately bounded over and began winding himself around my ankles, purring up a storm.
"There's my little Casanova," I teased, bending down to scoop him up into my arms despite his solid weight. "I take it you had yourself a nice visit with your lady love, hmm?"
"Josephina told me to stop talking about what Daisy and I do when we hang out." Peach blinked up at me with those big, innocent eyes, butting his head against my chin in a demand for chin scratches. Rolling my eyes fondly, I obliged, idly stroking the soft fur along his cheeks as he melted against me.
Even as I lavished affection on Peach, my mind couldn't help but drift back to the more serious matter weighing on me - the ominous circumstances surrounding Chief Michaels' tragic demise.
Jerry's earlier words about taking Moonpie's clues with a grain of salt rang in my head. As a stray, he likely didn't grasp the nuances of human society and all the complexities that entailed. Which meant that his "insights" into potential suspects or motives were...questionable, at best.
And yet, a nagging sense of intuition told me that dismissing his information outright would be a mistake. There had to be a kernel of truth buried amidst the fanciful tales, some elusive thread that could help unravel the tangled web of this disturbing mystery.
Perhaps it was time to revisit the scene of the crime, so to speak. To retrace my steps, sift through the clues anew with a fresh perspective. Moonpie might be an unconventional source, but he was still the closest thing we had to an eyewitness account since he saw all the comings and goings at the fair.
Alex might be tied up with the investigation, but that didn't mean I couldn't do some investigating of my own. 






  
  Chapter 8


The morning dew still glistened on the grass as I made my way toward the entrance gates of the Chesterfield County Fairgrounds. Despite the early hour, a low thrum of activity hummed through the air - vendors setting up their stalls, carnies checking over rides, and the occasional family trickling in for a day of fun. 
Shifting the strap of my oversized tote bag, I shot a sidelong glance at the fabric bulge near the top. "You doing okay in there, Your Majesty?"
A muffled trill answered me, the sound laced with annoyance as I heard her speak. "If you must insist on parading me around like some common street urchin, the least you could do is keep treats in here.."
Josephina's haughty tone drew a wry chuckle from me as I joined the short queue for tickets. "My apologies, Queen Josephina. But you know the rules - no pets allowed here, so I have to sneak you in."
"Ugh, these ridiculous human rules about cats. I can't go into a fair, I can't go into a restaurant, I can't even go into a supermarket where cat food is sold. It's my food. Why can't I choose it?" she grumbled, but fell blessedly silent after that.
Finally reaching the ticket window, I flashed my most winning smile at the bored-looking teenager manning the booth. "One admission, please!"
He barely even glanced up, just punched a few buttons on the register and slid a bright orange wristband through the slot. "That'll be five bucks."
Quickly exchanging the money for the vibrant strip of fabric, I secured it around my wrist and made my way through the entrance turnstiles. It was early, and there were only a few people milling around.
Once we'd made it a short distance inside the fairgrounds, I found a relatively secluded spot and crouched down, unzipping the tote just enough for Josephina to poke her regal head out.
"Alright, you know the plan," I murmured, casting a furtive glance around to ensure no one was close enough to overhear. "Find Moonpie, convince him to follow you, and then you both meet me near the animal barns. But be careful - we don't want to arouse any suspicion."
Josephina's eyes narrowed to twin emerald slits as she fixed me with a look of pure determination. "Have no fear. I think he'll have no problem being convinced."
With a deft twist of her lithe body, she slipped through the opening and hit the ground in a silent crouch before darting off into the shadows between the booths. I couldn't help but admire her stealth as I straightened up, tote bag now significantly lighter.
Casting one last glance around the relatively sparse fairgrounds, I turned and began making my way toward the telltale sounds of lowing cattle and bleating sheep. If my feline partner in crime played her role well, perhaps we would soon uncover the crucial missing piece to help solve this baffling case.
The determination burning in my chest spurred me onward, my steps carrying me ever closer to the barns. One way or another, I vowed to get to the bottom of this mystery - for Alex, for the chief's grieving family, and for myself.
The barn's large wooden doors stood open, granting glimpses of straw-strewn aisles and the occasional animal head poking curiously out from its stall. I scanned the area, searching for any sign of Officer Lewis amongst the bustle of activity.
There - near the far end, a familiar uniform-clad figure was speaking with one of the stocky men responsible for overseeing the livestock exhibitions. As I approached, Officer Lewis glanced up and our eyes met.
"Well, if it isn't Miss Faith Hayes herself," he called out, a hint of recognition flickering across his features. Offering the man he'd been conversing with a brief nod, he stepped away to greet me. "The famous romance novelist dating Detective Carrington, am I right?"
I couldn't help the slight flush that crept up my cheeks at his words. "That's me," I admitted with a small chuckle. "Though I'm not sure how famous I really am quite yet."
He waved a hand dismissively. "Are you kidding? Alex can't stop singing your praises. Half the guys are jealous, the other half just think he's whipped." The playful glint in Officer Lewis's eyes took any potential sting from his teasing words.
"Speaking of which..." His expression turned more pensive. "You did look kinda familiar to me yesterday when you were asking about the lost and found. I just couldn't quite place you then."
Before I could respond, a tiny "Over here!" sounded from below me. Glancing down, I couldn't stifle my grin as Josephina sauntered into view, every inch the conquering hero with Moonpie trailing dutifully behind her.
"Well, well, what a couple of cute cats" Lewis remarked.
I gave Officer Lewis an incredulous look. "I heard you were arguing with the chief before he died."
Officer Lewis shook his head. "Nah, Alex already spoke to me about that. The chief and I weren't arguing - we were just being a couple of nostalgic old fools."
He straightened up, puffing out his chest as a mischievous grin spread across his face. "We were singing part of the old Chesterfield High fight song, the one that ends with a lion's roar like this..."
Before I could react, Lewis threw back his head and let out a resounding, "RAAAWWWRRR!"
The rumbling bellow reverberated through the barn, startling several nearby animals into anxious whinnies and moos. But the sound also stirred something deep within me - a rush of memories from my own high school days.
Of course. That ridiculous fight song, the one the Chesterfield Lions always bellowed with such misguided bravado before our football games against their team. My alma mater, West Chesterfield High, had been their biggest rival back then. We'd always scoff at their roaring antics, convinced our own chant was far superior.
A wistful smile tugged at my lips as I pictured those raucous Friday nights under the stadium lights, the bleachers packed with rowdy students decked out in our school colors. The recollection of that long-standing rivalry, however silly, filled me with a nostalgic warmth.
Snapping back to the present, I fixed Lewis with an amused look. "Well, I can't say I missed hearing that obnoxious roar. Brings me right back to my West Chesterfield days when you Chesterfield Lions would try to intimidate us before every game."
Lewis grinned unabashedly. "Hey, we had to embrace the whole 'lion pride' theme somehow. And let's be real - you West Chesterfield kids were always too busy being snooty bookworms to come up with anything better than..." He trailed off, waving a hand as if inviting me to fill in the blank.
I bit back the snarky retort that sprang to mind at Officer Lewis's jab about my West Chesterfield roots. Now wasn't the time to get drawn into our old high school rivalry.
"Speaking of the chief," I said, steering the conversation back on track, "can you tell me where he went after you two...well, after your little singalong?"
Lewis's expression turned more somber at the mention of his fallen superior. "From what I recall, he said he was heading over to the food tent area. His wife Sara was one of the judges for the contests, but she had to drop out last minute after..." His voice trailed off, but the meaning was clear.
I nodded slowly, feeling a pang of sadness for the chief's grieving spouse. To have her husband ripped away so suddenly and violently - I couldn't even fathom that pain.
"I see," I murmured. "Thank you for that information, Officer Lewis. I really appreciate you taking the time to--"
"Now just hold on a minute there, Miss Hayes," Lewis cut me off, his eyes narrowing slightly. "I know you have solved a few cases before, but this is an official police investigation. I can't have civilians getting involved and potentially contaminating the crime scene or mishandling evidence. This is our chief - it's a really big deal. The FBI has even been calling about this one."
I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up a hand to silence me. "I mean it. This is serious business - the chief's murderer needs to be brought to justice through proper channels. As much as I respect you, I can't have you and your...feline associates running around, playing detective."
His words stung, filling me with a mixture of indignation and disappointment. But I could understand his perspective, even if I didn't agree with his dismissive tone.
"You're right, Officer Lewis," I conceded with a tight smile. "I'll leave the real investigative work to the professionals. Thank you again for your time."
Turning on my heel, I strode away from the barn with as much dignity as I could muster. My eyes scanned the nearby area, searching for any sign of Josephina or her unlikely partner Moonpie, but they seemed to have vanished.
I hadn't made it very far from the barns before Josephina's distinctive voice reached my ears. Craning my neck, I scanned the area until my gaze landed on her slender white frame perched atop a low fence, Moonpie seated obediently beside her.
"...the creepiest human invention I have ever seen," Josephina was proclaiming in that regal tone of hers. "And I've been in cars plenty of times!"
Curious, I hung back a few paces, watching as she continued her diatribe against...whatever it was she found so unsettling. Moonpie, for his part, seemed to be listening with rapt attention.
"The way those strange boxes shift and contort, with all those flashing lights and sounds?" She shuddered delicately. "Simply unnatural. I don't know how you can stand being inside them. I'm glad you agree with me."
Ah, she must be talking about the funhouse attraction that loomed nearby, its colorful facade twisting into bizarre, gravity-defying angles. I couldn't blame her for finding it unsettling as a cat.
As Josephina launched into what sounded like a detailed recounting of her experiences being transported in a cat carrier, I decided it was as good a time as any to make my approach.
"There you two are," I called out, my voice cutting through her monologue. "I was wondering where you'd gotten off to after leaving Officer Lewis."
Josephina's ear twitched at the sound of my voice, swiveling to fix me with one bright green eye. "Well, if it isn't my favorite human," she purred, the earlier disdain in her tone melting away. "Moonpie and I didn't feel like sticking around after that nasty police human was so incredibly rude. I was tempted to scratch him!"
I arched an eyebrow, recalling Officer Lewis's jabs about my West Chesterfield roots. "You mean when he insulted West Chesterfield? I have to admit, that got under my skin too..."
But Josephina was already shaking her head, whiskers twitching. "Oh, I didn't catch whatever he said about that silly human place. I was referring to when he started making those obnoxious roaring sounds right in our faces! Do you have any idea what he was saying? I wouldn't say those things to my worst enemy!"
Her words brought me up short as I suddenly remembered Lewis bellowing out that old fight song chant. Of course - to the cats, it must have sounded like an aggressive, territorial challenge.
"The roar at the end of the Chesterfield fight song," I murmured, realization dawning. "You two thought he was...challenging you or something?"
Josephina sniffed disdainfully. "Well, he certainly wasn't being very polite by cat standards. So rude and uncalled for! Moonpie and I had no choice but to remove ourselves from that boorish behavior. Moonpie says that's what he heard the evening the other police human died."
I couldn't help but chuckle at the sheer indignation radiating from her. Trust Josephina to take offense at something so innocuous - at least from a human perspective.
Still, I knew better than to argue with her sense of propriety. "Fair enough, my princess," I conceded with an amused smile. "I'm just glad you two found somewhere quieter to wait for me."
"Moonpie has something to share," Josephina announced, her regal tone commanding my full attention. "He says he wants to show us the men who were in that dreadful funhouse...including the big one who seemed to be their leader."
My brows knit together as I processed her words. If Moonpie could find those men and if they could offer helpful information, this could be the break in the case we so desperately needed.
"Lead the way, Moonpie," I urged, glancing down at the sleek black feline. His eyes glimmered with intelligence as he turned and began loping away from the barn area.
I fell into step beside Josephina, the two of us trailing after our unlikely guide. Moonpie seemed to know exactly where he was going, winding his way through the labyrinth of tents, game booths, and snack vendors with a singular sense of purpose.
The farther we walked, the sparser the fairgoers became until we found ourselves in a more secluded area on the outskirts. Looming ahead was a drab, industrial-looking structure with the word "Maintenance" stenciled across the front in faded letters.
Moonpie slowed to a halt before the building, tail twitching. I opened my mouth to question him, but the muffled sounds of voices drifted out from within, causing me to freeze.
A few moments later, the door creaked open and a hulking figure emerged, silhouetted against the dimness beyond. As he stepped into the light, I couldn't stifle a small gasp.
The man was easily over six and a half feet tall, his massive frame exuding an unmistakable aura of power and intimidation. His shaved head glistened under the sun, and even from this distance I could make out the intricate tattoo sleeve winding its way down one thick, muscular arm.
My heart stuttered in my chest as he turned his gaze in our direction, dark eyes narrowing. Without a word, he began lumbering toward us, each heavy footfall shaking the ground.
I cast a panicked look at Josephina, but she simply flicked an ear, unperturbed. Right, I had to remember - she thought she could handle any human who was a threat. So far, she had been right.
Steeling my nerves, I straightened up to face the imposing figure now looming over me. Up close, I could make out the deep craggy lines etched into his brutish features, the slight bump in his nose that hinted at having been broken more than once.
"Can I help you with something?" he rumbled, folding his tree-trunk arms across his broad chest. His voice was a low, gravelly rasp that sent an involuntary shiver down my spine.
I opened my mouth, but no words came out as I found myself pinned under the weight of his piercing stare. Get it together, Faith, I mentally berated myself.
"I...uh, I was just looking for the restrooms," I managed to stammer out, internally cringing at how feeble I sounded. So much for my momentary bravado.
The man's expression didn't so much as twitch, that intense gaze boring into me for a few endless heartbeats. Then, as he tilted his head to the side, he jerked his thumb over one bulging shoulder.
"Closest ones are over by the Ferris wheel," he grunted. "This maintenance area is off-limits to the public. You could get hurt back here. Lots of machinery and things that only the maintenance crew knows how to operate."
The clear threat in his tone galvanized me into action. Swallowing hard, I bobbed my head in a jerky nod.
"R-right, of course. Sorry to bother you," I managed to choke out, already turning on my heel. I could feel his eyes burning into my back as I hurried away, Josephina and Moonpie scurrying along at my feet.
As we hurried away from the large man, putting some distance between us and the maintenance area, I couldn't quite shake the feeling of unease that had settled over me. Moonpie trotted along obediently at my side, while Josephina maintained her usual regal stride, seemingly unbothered.
"That big guy was certainly intimidating, but probably very nice," I remarked once we'd reached a more populated section of the fairgrounds. "I'm glad you didn't try antagonizing him, Josephina."
Josephina flicked an ear in my direction, whiskers twitching. "Oh pish, I could have handled that brute if needed," she scoffed. "But I do appreciate you speaking up to diffuse the situation, even if your excuse was rather pathetic."
I couldn't help but chuckle at her sassy retort. Leave it to Josephina to critique my impromptu lie while simultaneously acknowledging I'd done the right thing. Shaking my head fondly, I turned my attention to Moonpie.
"Those men you saw must work at the fairgrounds maintaining everything," I mused aloud. "The sounds you heard that night were probably just them working on fixing up the funhouse."
Moonpie cocked his head quizzically, letting out a soft meow of confusion. Josephina swished her tail, translating his feline sentiments.
"Moonpie doesn't really understand this concept of people working at places. Mama, I don't even understand what that is because you're always at home with Peach and I typing love stories on your computer." she relayed in her prim tone. "He just sees places where humans gather and make lots of noise. Those men are big and scary."
I nodded slowly, reminding myself yet again not to project too many human qualities onto the stray cat. Of course maintaining rides and equipment would be an utterly foreign concept to him.
"Fair enough," I conceded. "Well, I suppose that just leaves us with one place left to look into regarding Chief Michaels's activities that night." 
I paused, glancing sidelong at the colorful food tent looming up ahead. From here, I could make out the raucous laughter and chatter of fairgoers lining up at the various vendor stalls.
"I'll need to swing by the food tent area next," I declared, straightening my shoulders with renewed determination. "Maybe someone there saw or heard something that could help shed some light on--"
A plaintive meow from Moonpie cut me off, his bright eyes blinking up at me imploringly. Josephina tilted her head, listening intently, before turning back to me with a small sniff.
"Moonpie says he's afraid to go anywhere near that dreadful food tent area," she announced, her tone laced with disdain. "Apparently, whenever he tries to go in there looking for scraps, the humans just shoo him away. He says the food there always makes him terribly ill as well. He says it's better for him to stand outside the tent and look cute so little girls will give him pieces of their hot dogs. And I can't forget that lady with that broom," Josephina shuddered, "I'll only go in there if you absolutely need me to.
I frowned, recalling how Officer Lewis had dismissed my attempts to get information, insisting I leave the investigating to the professionals. If the vendors at the food tents reacted the same way to a stray cat snooping around...
"I see," I murmured, trying to mask my disappointment. "Well, I can't say I blame you two for wanting to steer clear then."
Josephina bobbed her head decisively. "Yes, Moonpie and I will go wait by your car. A place that has such little respect for us cats is hardly somewhere I wish to linger." She cast me a sidelong glance, green eyes glimmering with a hint of tenderness beneath her regal exterior. "Can you see if they have some raw tuna, by the way? It's been hours since I ate."
With a flick of her tail, she turned and began padding away, Moonpie falling into step beside her. I watched them go, a small, wistful smile tugging at my lips.
Well, it looked like I was headed into the food tent area alone. Squaring my shoulders, I steeled my nerves and set off in that direction, determined to find any shred of information that could help bring the chief's killer to justice.






  
  Chapter 9


I twitched my tail impatiently as the stray called 'Moonpie' rambled on. His words tumbled out in a torrent, like a babbling brook with no clear direction. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes—he meant well, bless his little cotton ball brain. 
"Thank you for letting me call you Moonpie," I interrupted, my voice firm yet polite. "I appreciate you helping Faith with this...situation."
Moonpie blinked those big yellow eyes, his mouth hanging open mid-sentence. A fly could've zipped right in, not that I'd subject the poor insect to the horrors lurking in there.
I pressed on before he could start yammering again. "I don't understand why humans hurt each other like this. Why would someone want to...to end Chief Michaels' life?" I shuddered, images of the crime scene flickering through my mind. "It's senseless."
"Cats don't think about killing unless it's for food or protection," Moonpie said, his tone uncharacteristically solemn. He flicked his tail, sending up a small cloud of dust from the fairground dirt. "Humans are weird that way."
"At least Faith tries to make things safe," I murmured, more to myself than the rambling furball beside me. "She protects me and Peach, and I protect her when she needs it."
Moonpie nodded slowly. "She seems nice. I like her."
I narrowed my eyes, studying him carefully. For all his foolishness, Moonpie seemed to care. Perhaps there was more to this mangy stray than met the eye.
"Jerry spoke well of you," I conceded. A brief silence stretched between us, the distant laughter of children echoing from the nearby carnival rides.
Moonpie's eyes lit up at the mention of Jerry's name. "Oh, Jerry! He's my favorite!" The stray nuzzled his face against the ground, purring loudly. "That kind human leaves food for me sometimes. Sometimes I go there at night and scream near the door, like I do during the day, but he doesn't come out with food."
Nodding, I attempted to explain in the simplest terms as best I understood how humans operated. "You see, Moonpie, humans have separate places for their jobs and their homes. The hardware store is just where Jerry goes to work. At night, he goes to his home, and it's across the street from where I live."
"Oh!" Moonpie's tail swished back and forth as the knowledge sank in. "I get it now. There are a lot of those 'work' places around the fairgrounds. Humans come during the day and sometimes they leave food out for me."
My fur stood on end at his admission. Didn't this foolish stray understand the dangers of accepting treats from strangers? I shot him a stern look. "You shouldn't take food from just any human, Moonpie. What if they put something strange in it? I think that's what happened to the main police human..." I trailed off, looking at the horrible funhouse.
We continued walking I led Moonpie toward the parking lot, my tail held high as we wove between the abandoned game booths and food stands. Moonpie padded along beside me, his yellow eyes wide as he took in the strange sights. 
"Your ear..." He tilted his fuzzy head, studying me intently. "What happened to it?"
Pausing, I sat primly and began grooming my paw, buying a moment to collect my thoughts. "Well, Moonpie, it's a bit of a story. You see, before Faith found me, I lived on a farm, outside, just like you live here at the fairgrounds."
He nodded slowly, his gaze never leaving the spot where my missing ear should be. I swallowed hard, the memories still painful despite the years that had passed.
"One day, I started feeling very ill. Peach was with me on the farm. Mama Faith came and took both of us. I was very scared, because I didn't know what was happening. Faith explained it was something called 'cancer' - which she said is bad things growing inside my body that needed to be removed." I shuddered at the recollection. "So she took me to a kind human helper who did a...procedure to cut out the bad parts. Including my poor ear."
Moonpie's eyes widened even further, his plump face a mask of surprise and concern. "Oh Josephina, that sounds just terrible! I've heard of those 'vet-rin-air-ee-ans' from other outdoor cats.  It must have been one of those who cut you. And this 'can-cer' thing...it must have been so scary."
Offering him a soft purr, I blinked my gratitude for his empathy. "It was frightening, yes. But Faith stayed by my side the entire time after the procedure. She nursed me back to health and gave me a wonderful home, safe from the dangers of living outdoors."
The stray cocked his head, studying the shape of my face. "Well, I think your missing ear makes you look...unique. Different than other cats I've met." A roguish glint sparkled in his eyes as he added, "I think you look very nice."
I felt my cheeks grow warm beneath my fur. Was this mangy furball...flirting with me? How uncouth! And yet, I had to admit there was a certain charm to his awkward attempts at flattery.






  
  Chapter 10


I wandered into the food tent, the enticing aromas of fresh-baked bread and spicy chili filling my nostrils. A tall, gangly teenager with a shock of unruly red curls and bright green eyes caught my eye as he pulled steaming loaves from a rustic oven. Billy-Joe Prescott, if I remembered correctly – the winner of the bread baking contest.  
Next to him stood an imposing figure, muscles rippling beneath his shirt as he stirred an enormous pot. The winner of the chili cooking contest, Big Jim, a man I vaguely recalled from my childhood days in Chesterfield. Despite his burly frame and beefy forearms covered in colorful ink, he flashed me a warm smile.
"Faith Hayes?" His gruff voice held a hint of surprise. "Didn't expect to see you back in town."
I returned the smile, feeling a pang of nostalgia. "Just moved back recently. Inherited my great-grandmother's old Victorian."
Billy-Joe looked up, green eyes bright with curiosity. "You're the one who has all the crazy stuff happen to her, right?"
Heat crept up my neck, but I nodded. No point denying my...quirks. "That's me. I actually came by to ask if either of you gentlemen saw Chief Michaels around here before he died?"
Big Jim's brow furrowed as he thought back. "Sure did. Poor guy stopped in for a bite before headin' to that funhouse. Tried my award-winning chili – was gonna give it to Sara, but she said she'd already eaten. Something like that, anyway."
Billy-Joe piped up, "The Chief had a piece of my sourdough too."
"Then he started acting funny," Big Jim continued with a frown. "Had a few words with Sara before rushin' off, I guess to the funhouse."
Offering hurried thanks to the duo, I spun on my heel and hurried out of the bustling food tent to the parking lot. Scanning the area, I searched for any sign of my favorite furry detectives. There – a streak of white flashed by near one of the tires, Josephina's tail held high as she sauntered along.
"Moonpie! Josephina!" I called out. "We've got a new lead to chase down. the Chief's wife might know more about what happened."
I couldn't help but smile as Josephina sauntered over, tail held high and one ear perked towards me. Moonpie trailed close behind, his black fur contrasting with the white patch on his chest.
"Well hello there, you two. Making some new friends?" I teased, eyeing the smitten look on Moonpie's face as he gazed at my regal feline companion.
Josephina huffed, grooming a stray tuft of fur back into place. "Don't be silly, Mom. Moonpie and I were simply having a productive discussion about human behavior." 
Her tone turned slightly lecturing as she continued, "He still has so many questions to understand your kind. Why you walk on two legs instead of four, why you cover yourselves in such strange fabrics, why you behave so...irrationally at times."
I raised an eyebrow at that last comment, but let it slide. Josephina did have a point - humans could be pretty baffling creatures.
Moonpie opened his mouth, letting out a soft meow as he inched closer to my snowy princess. To my surprise, Josephina didn't immediately rebuff his advances. Instead, she paused, emerald eyes flicking over to meet mine briefly before allowing Moonpie to gently rub his face against her cheek.
My jaw dropped slightly at the uncharacteristic display of affection from my typically aloof feline friend. Josephina had always been so particular, so discerning when it came to the company she kept. Yet here she was, practically preening under Moonpie's attentions.
I cleared my throat, torn between amusement and the need to focus on the task at hand. "Well, it seems you two have...bonded quite nicely. But we should probably get back to investigating what happened to Chief Michaels."
Josephina immediately straightened up, the picture of feline dignity once more as she pointedly ignored Moonpie's lovesick look.
Smoothing my features, I gently intervened. "Now now, you two. Let's save the romance for later, hmm? We've got a mystery to solve." I shot Josephina a pointed look as she huffed, giving Moonpie one last look before falling into step beside me.
I reached down to scratch Moonpie's nose. "I'll bring your new friend back soon. I promise."






Chapter 11


I pushed open the front door, the scent of lavender and old books enveloping me like a warm hug as I stepped inside my inherited Victorian home. A soft purr drew my gaze to the plush sofa, where Peach was curled up in a patch of sunlight streaming through the bay window. His fluffy orange tail twitched as he slept, completely unbothered by the sound of Josephina and I coming home. 
"Hey there, lazybones," I murmured affectionately, reaching down to stroke his soft fur. Peach cracked open one pale green eye briefly before drifting back into slumber with a contented sigh.
Shaking my head with a fond smile, I opened up Josephina's carrier. "Come out, Your Highness."
She immediately leaped onto the coffee table and turned on her iPad. 
"Keeping up on your reading, I see. Find any good mystery novels lately?"
Josephina's tail lashed once, emerald eyes narrowing. "I'm reading one that is simply the best. I think you should write a romantic mystery novel starring me. I would be a wonderful detective. Maybe a historical romantic mystery where I play a princess who falls in love with a commoner and runs away to marry him and solve mysteries with him."
Sensing her prickly mood, I decided to go for the direct approach. "I couldn't help but notice you and Moonpie seemed to be...getting along rather well earlier." 
A derisive snort was my only response as Josephina turned up her pert little nose. I pressed on gently, "He seems quite smitten, you know. I don't think I've ever seen you let another cat get that close before."
For a moment, Josephina's regal mask slipped, and I caught a glimpse of something softer, more vulnerable in her expressive feline features. But it was gone in an instant, replaced by her usual haughty demeanor.
"I don't know what you're insinuating, but I can assure you there is nothing untoward happening between Moonpie and myself. He is simply...an overly friendly acquaintance, nothing more."
I opened my mouth to respond, but the shrill ring of my cell phone cut me off. Josephina took the opportunity to whisk away, no doubt to avoid any further discussion of her potential boyfriend.
Swiping to answer, I felt a small spark of relief at the familiar voice on the other end. "Hey Alex, what's up?"
"Faith, sweetie," he replied, that deep rumble of his setting my pulse racing just a bit. Get it together, I thought. "I just spoke with Officer Lewis. He said you were at the fairgrounds earlier, asking him questions?"
I quickly recounted my conversation Officer Lewis about his conversation with the Chief, then with the food vendors, how they had seen the Chief behaving strangely before rushing off to the funhouse. "I was hoping maybe his wife Sara would be able to fill in some of the blanks about what happened before..." My voice trailed off as I waited for his response.
There was a brief pause before Alex spoke again, sounding regretful. "We already talked to Sara, Faith. She didn't mention anything weird happening, just that the Chief didn't feel well."
"Did she say anything about what he might have eaten, Alex?" I pressed. "The vendors mentioned the Chief had some of their food before he started acting strange."
A heavy sigh filtered through the phone. "No, nothing like that came up. But I can try circling back, see if she remembers anything else that could be relevant We're trying not to overwhelm her - they were married for more than twenty years, and this is very hard for her."
"I've got a feeling those details could be the key to unraveling this whole mystery." I urged him. 
"Faith, there's going to be a memorial service for the Chief tonight at First Presbyterian," Alex's voice crackled through the phone's speaker. "If you want to speak to Sara, you might have a chance there."
My breath caught in my throat at the prospect of questioning the Chief's grieving widow. "Oh Alex, I don't know... That seems so insensitive, ambushing her like that when she's mourning her husband."
"I know, I know," he replied quickly. "Which is why I want you to go very gently with her, Faith. Sara's not a suspect at all in this poisoning case, but any little detail she can provide about the Chief's behavior that day could be invaluable. She's been very helpful with us, but maybe speaking to someone she doesn't know will help jog her memory."
Chewing my lip, I considered his words carefully. As a writer, I was intimately familiar with the weight those small, seemingly insignificant moments could carry when piecing together the threads of a narrative. If there was even a chance Sara held one of those key details locked away...
"Okay," I agreed at last. "I'll be respectful and tread lightly."
I could practically envision the relieved smile in Alex's voice. "Thank you, Faith. I really appreciate you doing this. It's been..." He paused, exhaling a heavy sigh. "It's been one hell of a couple days."
My heart panged in sympathy for the exhausted detective. "You're telling me. Listen, after the service, why don't we go out somewhere? Grab a drink, some food, get your mind off all this for a little while?"
There was a pregnant pause, and for a moment I wondered if I had overstepped. But then that low rumble was back, warm and rumbly like aged whiskey. "You know what? I think I'd like that a lot."
A shiver skated down my spine at the tone of his voice, my cheeks flushing ever so slightly. Clearing my throat, I aimed for a breezy, casual cadence. "Great, it's a date then. I mean- not a date, date! You know what I mean." 
Alex chuckled, the sound sending a fresh wave of tingles cascading through me. "It's a date. I'll see you this evening, Faith. I'll pick you up in a few hours for the memorial service."













      ***The sanctuary of First Presbyterian Church was a solemn sea of dark suits, police uniforms, and somber expressions as I entered alongside Alex. Hundreds had turned out to pay their respects to Chief Michaels - the entire police force, it seemed, as well as countless members of the community he had devoted his life to protecting.  
My gaze was immediately drawn to the front pew, where Sara Michaels sat ramrod straight, hands folded tightly in her lap. Mary Waterson, the award-winning soup chef hovered beside her, one comforting hand resting on Sara's trembling shoulder as she stared unseeingly ahead.
Squeezing Alex's arm, I tilted my head towards an empty row near the back. He gave a small nod of understanding as we slipped inside, my heart sinking a little further with each muffled footfall on the plush burgundy carpet. This wasn't at all how I'd envisioned speaking to Sara - ambushing her beloved husband's memorial service with pestering questions seemed downright ghoulish now that I was here.
But Alex was right, I reasoned, trying to swallow back the lump of guilt lodged in my throat. If Sara happened to recall even the smallest detail about the chief's final hours, it could be the key to solving this whole tragic case. Still, the thought of intruding on her private grief left a sour taste in my mouth.
As if sensing my unease, Alex's hand found mine, giving it a gentle, reassuring squeeze. I managed a tight smile in return, drawing what little comfort I could from his solid presence beside me.  
The heavy drape of silence was broken then by the solemn peal of the church bell. All eyes turned in unison towards the pulpit where Reverend Thompson stood, hands raised in a silent call for our attention.
"Friends, loved ones, officers of the law," he began in a low, mournful tone. "We are gathered here today to celebrate the life and profound legacy of Chief Michaels..."
Reverend Thompson's eulogy was a stirring one, filled with tales of his  courage and devotion to duty. When he stepped aside, it was Sara who took his place, looking somehow even more diminished and frail than when we arrived.
I felt my chest tighten as Sara took a shuddering breath, her delicate fingers trembling against the polished wood of the lectern. For a moment, I feared her legs might give out beneath the immense weight of her sorrow. But then her shoulders squared, her chin lifting with a fragile determination.
"My husband..." Her voice cracked, barely audible over the deafening silence. Sara cleared her throat, trying again. "Ryan was the most honorable man I've ever known. Brave, loyal, with an unshakable moral compass that guided every decision."  
She managed a watery smile then, her gaze drifting over the sea of solemn faces.
"He always did have a terrible sense of direction, though. More times than I can count, I'd get a call - 'Sara, honey, I'm lost again...'" A ripple of muffled laughter rolled through the pews at that. "He never did get the hang of GPS systems."
My own lips twitched despite the somber atmosphere. It was easy to picture the stalwart chief, frowning in confusion at some glitchy device, too stubborn to ask for help.
"What I'm trying to say is - Ryan's integrity, his dedication to protecting others - that was his true north. It's what made him a great chief...and an even better husband and father."
Sara's composure crumbled then, her words dissolving into soft, muffled sobs. Mary was at her side in an instant, guiding her back to the front pew with a supportive arm around those shaking shoulders.
One by one, fellow officers rose to share memories and pay tribute - gruff voices thick with emotion, regaling us with tales of his fearlessness in the face of danger, his steadfast leadership, his loyalty to the force. 
By the time the final speaker had returned to his seat, there wasn't a dry eye in the sanctuary. I found myself clutching Alex's hand like a lifeline, his fingers intertwined with mine in a silent show of support.
As the organist began the opening strains of "Amazing Grace," I couldn't help wondering - had the chief's stalwart moral compass led him too close to the truth of something? Why had he been poisoned?
I watched with a heavy heart as Sara dissolved into quiet sobs, Mary's comforting arm around her shoulders. The raw grief etched onto her delicate features was almost too much to bear witness to. She knew that this was finally the end - her husband was gone. As the final strains of the song faded, people began shuffling out in somber clusters, murmuring soft condolences.
Seizing my chance, I caught Sara's eye as she made her way towards the exit. "Mrs. Michaels?" I ventured gently. "I'm so sorry for your loss. If there's a good time, I was hoping we might speak briefly about...about the chief's final hours."
Sara opened her mouth to respond, but Mary cut her off with a protective glare in my direction. "You'll have to forgive us, but now is hardly an appropriate time." Her tone was clipped, borderline hostile as she pulled Sara closer. "Sara is in no state for an interrogation."
My cheeks flushed hot with embarrassment. "No, no, of course not, I didn't mean to imply-"
"It's alright, Mary. I know who she is." Sara patted Mary's arm with a weary sigh. "This is Detective Carrington's girlfriend. Faith just moved back to town." 
"I appreciate you wanting to get to the bottom of this tragedy," Sara continued, her voice strained but level. "But as you can imagine, I'm not quite myself at the moment. Perhaps we could speak another time?"
I nodded quickly. "Of course, I completely understand. Whenever is most convenient for you."
A ghost of a sad smile tugged at the corners of Sara's mouth. "I'll be at the fairgrounds tomorrow for the final award ceremony. I was meant to be a judge at the food contest, you see." She swallowed hard, blinking back fresh tears. "In any case, I may be in a better frame of mind to chat then."
"Thank you, Mrs. Michaels. I'll see you there." I reached out to give her hand a gentle, sympathetic squeeze before they turned to go.
Alex fell into step beside me as we made our way outside, his brow furrowed in thought. "I didn't realize Sara and Mary were such close friends."
I drew in a deep, steadying breath as Alex and I stepped out into the bright afternoon sunshine, trying to shake off the heaviness that had settled over me during the memorial service. Watching Sara's quiet dignity in the face of such profound grief was almost more than I could bear.
"That was...intense," I murmured, squinting against the glare. "Poor Sara. I can't even imagine losing someone that way."
Alex made a soft noise of agreement beside me. "Part of the job, unfortunately. You get used to dealing with death and tragedy after a while." His expression was pensive as we meandered across the parking lot towards his truck. "Still, it never really gets easier seeing the aftermath, the grieving families. That's the hardest part."
I felt a pang of sadness, realizing just how much this line of work must harden a person over time. It was a sobering thought - one I quickly shoved aside, not wanting to dwell too long on such morbid subjects. 
"So," I said, aiming for a brighter tone as we reached the truck. "I don't know about you, but I'm famished after all that emotional turmoil. What are you in the mood for?"
One dark brow quirked upwards as Alex pulled open the driver's side door. "You're asking me? Remember, I'm still new here."
I rolled my eyes good-naturedly. "I may have grown up in this town, but that doesn't automatically make me an expert on the restaurant scene. I've been gone for years, remember? Technically, I'm new here too. Remember, this is a college town - restaurants come and go according to the newest trends."
"Fair point." Alex slid in behind the wheel, that familiar half-grin playing at the corners of his mouth. "Well then, I suppose you'll just have to trust my judgement. How does Hawaiian sound? There's this great little family-owned place I've been meaning to try..."
Fifteen minutes later, we were being shown to a cozy corner booth at Maui Grill by a smiling hostess. The rich, mouth-watering aroma of mesquite and coconut hung thick in the air, mingling with the lively chatter of the dinner crowd. 
"This place looks amazing," I remarked, taking in the decor with an appreciative grin. "How'd you hear about it?"
Alex shrugged, already perusing the menu. "Just did some research on the best local spots and this place looked unique. The reviews were solid, so I figured why not give it a shot?" He glanced up at me over the top of the laminated pages. "You're not going to make me pick everything, are you? I might need a second opinion here."






  
  Chapter 12


I took a sip of a mysterious pinkish, purplish icy drink, savoring the tart sweetness as it danced across my tongue. Settling back against the plush booth, I met Alex's warm gaze from across the table. 
"So, about the case," I began, my voice lowering instinctively despite the din of the crowded restaurant. "I found some things out when I was at the fairgrounds earlier."
One dark brow quirked upwards in that way of his, lips twitching with amusement. "This ought to be good. What juicy details did your furry little informant have to share?"
I couldn't help but chuckle at his playful sarcasm. "Remember when I told you that Moonpie heard Officer Lewis fighting with the Chief?"
Alex nodded. "I spoke to him about that. He said he and the Chief were having the time of their lives singing to each other before the Chief went to see Sara. Did you find something else out that we should know? Was he lying to me?"
Shaking my head, I quickly clarified. "They weren't arguing, exactly. Moonpie thought they were fighting because he heard them roaring like lions."
Alex's brow furrowed in confusion. "Roaring?"
"Yeah, it turns out they were just singing part of the old Chesterfield High fight song together. Have you heard it before - the one that ends with a lion's roar?" I grinned at the memory. "Moonpie totally misinterpreted the whole thing as some kind of fight over territory. Josephina was there when Officer Lewis told me about it. He did the roar and she said Officer Lewis was incredibly rude."
For a beat, Alex simply stared at me, utterly perplexed. Then, unexpectedly, he threw back his head with a rich, full-bodied laugh that made my heart flutter. 
"Leave it to cats to get the completely wrong impression," he chuckled, those warm brown eyes crinkling at the corners with mirth. "That's just too perfect."
I felt my cheeks warming at his obvious delight over the absurdity. "I know, right? He may be a tough little street cat, but I guess human rituals and customs are still a bit of a mystery to him."
"Well, I for one am grateful we have such a...unique perspective on the case," Alex said, still grinning broadly. "Even if it did turn out to be a dead end, at least it provided some entertainment."
I nodded, unable to suppress my own smile at his infectious good humor. "Oh! That reminds me - I also heard that the chief had eaten chili and sourdough bread right before he died."
"You know what?" Alex leaned back in the booth, resting one arm along the back. "Let's take a break from all the murder talk for a bit. I could use a mental palate cleanser. Just for an hour or so."
I felt a small pang of guilt for steering our conversation towards the case yet again. With a sheepish smile, I nodded in agreement. "You're right, my bad. What did you want to discuss instead?"
"Hmm..." He drummed his fingers idly on the tabletop as he pondered. "How about we talk about something a little more...lighthearted?"
An image of Moonpie preening under Josephina's watchful gaze flashed through my mind, and I couldn't help but grin. "Actually, I do have something amusing to share. Remember when I took Josephina to the fairgrounds?"
Alex's eyebrows rose with interest. "Did something else happen between Moonpie and Josephina?"
I laughed, delighted to explain. "Romance! You should have seen the way he was trying to impress her. Moonpie was strutting around, puffing out his chest like a lovesick teenager. I didn't say anything in front of them, but it was so cute to see."
"No way," Alex chuckled, shaking his head in disbelief. "And what did the queen have to say about her suitor's efforts?"
Waving a dismissive hand, I rolled my eyes dramatically. "Oh, you know Josephina. She acted completely aloof and disinterested, like his flirting was just a silly nuisance." I leaned forward conspiratorially. "But I could tell she was secretly eating it up. Girl loves the attention. She even let him rub against her face."
The rich sound of Alex's laughter filled the space between us. "That certainly sounds like our feisty feline friend. She's got that haughty princess vibe down pat."
"Doesn't she though?" I giggled, my cheeks flushing with amusement at the thought of my dainty diva of a cat. "I can already picture her demanding that poor Moonpie build her a grand castle made of salmon pieces."
Our laughter mingled together, cutting through the surrounding din. For a few blessed moments, the weight of the investigation melted away as we indulged in some much-needed levity.  
The waiter's return with our food - a fragrant array of Hawaiian specialties - provided a welcome pause. As Alex dug into his plate of kalua pork and poi, he glanced up at me with a playful look in his eyes.
"You know, you should really bring Josephina along tomorrow when we head back to the fairgrounds." He grinned wolfishly. "Give her admirer another chance to woo her royal highness."
I couldn't resist matching his mischievous smile with one of my own as I speared a piece of pineapple with my fork.
"Well.. I did promise Moonpie that I would bring her back to visit him soon. Why not tomorrow?"
The bill arrived, and Alex insisted on paying despite my protests. As we stepped out into the balmy evening air, he gestured towards his patrol car with an inviting smile.
"Your chariot awaits," He said, with a swooping motion with his hands. 
I laughed as I slid into the passenger seat as he started the engine. The familiar thrum of the car surrounded us, and I found myself sinking comfortably into the well-worn leather.
"So," Alex began as we pulled onto the main road. "Now that we've had a chance to decompress a bit, I'm ready to hear more about what you uncovered at the fair. Let me tell you some things first."
Turning to face him, I studied his profile for a moment - the strong line of his jaw, the focused intensity in those warm brown eyes.
"Well, to start - the department has understandably been in mourning over the Chief's death," He said gently. "Things have been at a bit of a standstill in terms of really digging into the investigation."
Alex's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly as he continued. "We've all been reeling from the loss. I'll be the first to admit, my own focus has been...scattered."
I felt a pang of sympathy as Alex's words washed over me. The deep lines etched around his eyes spoke volumes of the grief and exhaustion weighing on his shoulders.
"I can only imagine how difficult this has been for everyone," I said softly. "Losing your chief and a respected leader like that...it's no wonder the investigation has stalled."
Alex exhaled heavily, one hand unconsciously tightening on the steering wheel. "We're all struggling to make sense of it. Even the FBI has reached out, offering assistance."
I nodded. "Officer Lewis mentioned it to me when I spoke to him at the fairgrounds."
He nodded grimly. "They want to ensure there's no foul play beyond just the chief's murder. No corruption or internal affairs issues to worry about. Standard procedure for a high-profile case like this."
"I see..." I trailed off, mulling over this new information. After a momentary pause, I continued. "Actually, speaking of the investigation - when I was at the fairgrounds earlier, I visited the food tent. Remember, I mentioned it earlier."
Alex's attention snapped fully to me, that intense focus I knew so well sharpening his gaze. "We didn't learn much from them. What did you find out?"
"I wanted to retrace the chief's steps before...you know." I swallowed hard against the lump forming in my throat. "Apparently, he had eaten some chili from a vendor named Big Jim as well as sourdough bread from a kid named Billy-Joe Prescott."
For a long stretch, Alex remained silent, clearly digesting this new lead. At last, he spoke in a low, measured tone. "You're certain about those names? Big Jim and Billy-Joe Prescott?"
I nodded firmly. "They told me that themselves. I know it sounds a bit..." I hesitated, struggling to find the right phrasing. "Well, outlandish I guess? Like, why would either of them want to harm the chief? A random teenage boy who bakes bread and Big Jim, of all people."
"Exactly my thoughts," Alex agreed with a weary sigh. "I knew the chief had eaten at the food tent, but no one had the specifics until now. This case is such a mess."
His brow furrowed as he worked through the implications. "We know the cause of death was cyanide poisoning. Depending on the dosage, it can take anywhere from a few minutes to several hours for the toxic effects to kick in."
My eyes widened at this new revelation. "Wait, so are you saying it may not have actually been from the food he ate at the fair?"
Alex's mouth set into a grim line as he gave a curt nod. "It's definitely a possibility we need to explore further. If it was a slower acting dose, then the crime scene is much wider than just the fairgrounds."
A heavy silence stretched between us as we each grappled with the enormity of what this could mean for the case. Finally, I couldn't hold back the frustration bubbling up inside me any longer.
"Ugh, this is just so maddening!" I burst out, throwing up my hands. "Every time I feel like we're making progress, we just end up with more questions! How are we ever going to get to the bottom of this?"
To my surprise, Alex's features softened into the faintest of smiles. "That's investigations for you - an endless cycle of finding new leads and following the trail wherever it takes you."
I fiddled nervously with the strap of my purse as Alex's cruiser rolled to a stop in front of my house. The soft evening glow bathed the porch in a warm, inviting light, but a strange fluttering in my stomach made me hesitate before opening the door.
"You alright?" Alex's rich voice cut through the silence, tinged with concern.
Plastering on what I hoped was a reassuring smile, I nodded. "Yeah, of course. Just...processing everything, you know?"
His features softened with understanding as he killed the engine. For a moment, we simply sat there, the weight of the case and all its complexities hanging heavily between us.  
Finally, Alex broke the stillness with a soft sigh. "Listen, Faith...there's something I need to talk to you about."
My breath caught in my throat as a tendril of worry snaked through me. Those words never boded well, did they? Forcing a casual tone, I turned to face him fully. "What is it?"
He held my gaze steadily, those warm brown eyes searching mine. "I've had a few people approach me lately...commenting on you being my 'girlfriend' and asking about the nature of our relationship."
Oh. 
The tips of my ears grew hot as the implication sank in. Of course the rumor mill would be churning. I had also heard people calling Alex my 'boyfriend'. I remembered Sara saying it at the memorial service. I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss for words.
A wry smile tugged at the corner of Alex's lips. "I know, I know. It's ridiculous small town gossip. But..." He trailed off, suddenly looking uncharacteristically uncertain. "Well, I suppose I wanted to ask how you felt about it. About us."
My heart stuttered in my chest as I searched his expression. Was he asking what I thought he was asking? Unable to find my voice, I could only stare at him mutely, feeling oddly breathless.
Alex's features softened, and he reached out, his calloused fingers gently grazing my cheek. "Faith... we've been dating a few months. Would you want to make it official? You and me...give this thing a real shot?"
The words seemed to reverberate through me as a warm flush blossomed in my chest. Before I could overthink it, I found myself leaning into his touch, my lips curving into a tremulous smile. "Yes," I breathed, my voice barely above a whisper. "I'd like that."
In one fluid motion, Alex closed the distance between us, his lips capturing mine in a searing kiss. My eyes fluttered closed as I lost myself in the tender strength of his embrace, the scent of his cologne surrounding me.  
When we finally broke apart, I found myself gazing up at him with what I could only imagine was a ridiculously lovestruck expression. Alex chuckled softly, stroking a thumb over my flushed cheek.
"I'll pick you up tomorrow afternoon," he murmured, eyes twinkling with affection. "We can head back to the fairgrounds so you can talk to Sara Michaels again."
I could only nod dumbly, still dazed from the breathtaking turn of events. As Alex pulled away to let me out, I raised a hand to my tingling lips, hardly daring to believe this was real.
Girlfriend. His girlfriend.
A brilliant smile spread across my face as I practically floated up the front steps and into the house, my heart so deliriously full I thought it might burst.






Chapter 13


The soft clacking of the keyboard mingled with the gentle ticking of the grandfather clock as I settled in at my desk, steaming mug of tea in hand. Sunlight filtered through the lace curtains, casting a warm glow over my writing nook. I took a deep, steadying breath, willing my mind to focus on crafting the pivotal second act. 
My fingers poised over the keys, I was just about to dive in when a pointed trilling made me start. Glancing over, I couldn't hold back an amused smile at the sight of Josephina perched on the arm of the loveseat, daintily licking one paw while fixing me with an expectant stare.
"Good morning to you too, Your Majesty," I teased, unable to resist reaching out to stroke her soft white fur.
Josephina immediately abandoned her grooming routine to arch into my touch, purring contentedly. "Good morning, Mama," she purred, those brilliant green eyes sparkling. "I know you're going to the fairgrounds again later."
I chuckled at her attempt at nonchalance, recognizing the look. "Why yes, I am. Alex and I need to follow up with Sara Michaels, the Chief's wife about a few things." Leaning back, I studied her carefully. "I take it you'll want to come along and pay a visit to a certain special someone?"
At once, Josephina bristled, tail twitching irritably. "What? Psh, don't be ridiculous! That cat holds no interest for me. I just want to accompany you to make sure you're safe, that's all." She sniffed disdainfully. "With all those shifty fair workers and ruffians lurking about, a lady can never be too careful."
I fought back a grin at her theatrics. For such a refined, eloquent feline, Josephina could be remarkably transparent when it came to her budding infatuation with the charming stray. Clearly she was too proud to admit her motives outright.
Smiling fondly, I reached out to scratch beneath her chin, earning a fresh torrent of rumbling purrs. "Of course, my dear. Whatever you say." I winked conspiratorially. "Don't worry, you'll get your chance to see Moonpie again. I wouldn't dream of leaving you behind."
Josephina's eyes shone with gratitude for a fleeting moment before she regained her regal composure, tail curling primly around her paws. "Yes, well...I suppose that would be acceptable. If only to guarantee your wellbeing amidst such...questionable company - that is, if you run into him."
I winked at Josephina. "Of course, young lady." I said, picking up my phone and calling Amy. "You can come. I'll see if Amy can join Alex and I."
Amy answered. "Amy, hey! It's Faith." I cradled the phone against my ear as I wandered into the kitchen, absently stroking Josephina's soft fur as she twined around my ankles.
"Oh my gosh, hi! I was just thinking about you. What's up?" Amy's familiar bubbly voice crackled over the line.
Leaning back against the counter, I gazed out the window at the brilliant autumn leaves swaying in the breeze. "Well, I was wondering if you'd be able to get a few hours off work this afternoon? They're having the awards ceremony for the cooking and baking contest over at the fairgrounds."
A soft hum filtered through the phone before Amy responded. "Aw shoot, I'm so sorry, I've got back-to-back meetings all afternoon. But I can definitely come over this evening. What do you think?"
I smiled wistfully, disappointment fading as quickly as it bloomed. "Of course, that would be great. Maybe we could grab dinner?"
"Sounds perfect! Oh, and while I've got you on the line..." She said, in her trademark way of letting me know she had a personal question to ask. "How are things going with you and the hot cop?"
Blushing furiously, I was grateful she couldn't see me in that moment. "Well, actually... yesterday he.. asked me to be his girlfriend." I said, fingers twisting in Josephina's fur.
Amy squealed, the sound nearly deafening through the speaker. "Oh my god, you and Detective Dreamy?! It's official? Finally? Faith, you have to give me all the deets later. I'm so happy for you!"
I laughed, some of the nervous tension ebbing away at her enthusiasm. Leaning down, I scooped up Josephina, nuzzling my face against her soft fur as she purred contentedly. "Thanks. I'm really happy too. We'll catch up over dinner tonight, okay?"
"You betcha! I can't wait to hear everything." The grin in her voice was unmistakable. "Bye for now, lovebird!"
Chuckling under my breath, I ended the call and set my phone aside, cradling Josephina close. Her bright eyes studied me intently as I met her gaze.
"Well, it seems the cat's out of the bag now," I murmured, lips quirking. "How do you feel about Alex being my boyfriend?"
Josephina's eyes sparkled with mischief as she butted her head affectionately against my chin. "As long as he treats my mama like the queen she is, I suppose I can allow it. Also, why was the cat in the bag? A paper bag or plastic bag? That's very important to know before I decide."
I couldn't help but chuckle at Josephina's adorably literal interpretation. Settling onto the loveseat, I pulled her onto my lap, relishing the soothing rhythm of her contented purrs.
"'The cat's out of the bag' just means the secret is out, my dear. It's a human expression." I smiled fondly, gently smoothing the soft fur along her back. "I know our turns of phrase must seem strange to you sometimes."
Josephina blinked up at me, those eyes filled with fond exasperation. "Humans do have the most peculiar way of speaking," she remarked dryly. "You say such odd things that make no sense at all. Why can't you just state what you mean plainly?"
Laughing, I leaned down to nuzzle the top of her head. "If we did that, it wouldn't be nearly as much fun, now would it? Where's the whimsy in that?"
She huffed out a tiny sigh, but I could tell she was fighting a smile. "I suppose not. I think I do that sometimes too. You know, not saying what I mean."
An idea struck me then as I gazed at her adoringly. My parents hadn't had a chance to properly meet Alex yet, only knowing him in passing from an awkward accidental meeting when he showed up as they were leaving. Now that things were moving in a more serious direction, it seemed only right to introduce them.
"Actually, speaking of strange human things..." I began slowly. "How would you feel about me inviting Mom and Dad to the awards ceremony this afternoon? That way they can finally meet Alex in a proper setting."
Josephina considered this for a moment, tail swishing idly. "I don't see why not. Though I make no promises about being on my best behavior if your father tries to rub my belly. Only you can do that."
Chuckling, I pulled out my phone and dialed the familiar number. It rang twice before a warm, familiar voice answered.
"Well, hello there, stranger! It's been a while."
I felt a rush of affection at the sound of Mom's gentle teasing. "Hi, Mom. I know, I'm sorry about that. I've just been so busy with everything." 
There was a soft hum of understanding. "Of course, dear. But I'm glad you called. Your father and I were just saying how we haven't seen you since you dropped off the keys to the lake house."
"Actually, that's sort of why I'm calling," I began, unable to contain my smile. "I was wondering if you two might be free to come to the fairgrounds this afternoon? They're having the awards ceremony for the cooking contest, and..." I paused for dramatic effect. "I thought it might be fun to watch. I was also hoping you could both finally meet Alex. Officially, that is. I know the last time was a bit strange."
A delighted gasp filtered through the line. "Oh, Faith, that's wonderful! Yes, absolutely, we'll be there. I'm so excited to formally meet this young man who's stolen my little girl's heart."
I felt my cheeks flush at her teasing tone, but couldn't deny the warmth blooming in my chest. "Great, it's a date then. I'll see you both around 3:00? I might be there earlier. Call me when you get there."
"You know we wouldn't miss it for the world," Mom assured me warmly. "We'll see you soon, sweetie."
Ending the call, I turned to find Josephina watching me intently. "Well?" I asked, stroking along her back. "Do you think Alex is ready?"
She tilted her chin up proudly. "Of course he is. You should probably tell him your parents are coming, just so he isn't surprised."
Unable to resist, I leaned down to plant a kiss atop her head. "You have a good point. Now come on, we've got a big afternoon ahead."













      ***The warm afternoon sun filtered through the trees as Alex and I strolled hand-in-hand along the winding paths of the fairgrounds. A gentle breeze carried the mingled scents of fried dough and roasted nuts, transporting me back to so many happy childhood memories. Despite the occasional police officer still canvassing the area, an air of normalcy had returned.
I felt Josephina shift inside my large tote bag, no doubt picking up on my contented mood. Squeezing Alex's hand, I glanced over at his handsome profile. "Did I mention how glad I am you're here with me today?"
A smile played at the corners of his mouth. "Once or twice." He pulled me closer, dropping a kiss onto the top of my head. "I'm happy to be here too, especially if it means meeting your parents."
I felt a tiny flutter of nerves at the reminder. While I knew my family would absolutely adore Alex, the reality of them formally meeting was suddenly sinking in. 
"You didn't mention a time your parents were arriving, just sometime before the ceremony, right?" I could tell in his voice he was a little nervous.
"Yeah, that's right." I reached into my bag to give Josephina's soft fur a reassuring stroke. "I'm sure they'll be here soon though. I told them I'd be here around three."
There was a soft huff from inside the tote. "Do you think that misbehaving black tomcat will be following us today? I simply can't stand him."
A thought occurred to me then. "Actually, princess, while we're on the subject...do you think we should try to find Moonpie? I'm sure you want to see him."
There was a telling pause before she responded in an overly nonchalant tone. "I don't know what you're talking about. That mangy furball means nothing to me."
I couldn't resist a teasing grin. "If you say so. But I can always let you out to look for him, just in case."
"Well..." Another pause, then a resigned sigh. "I suppose a bit of fresh air wouldn't be the worst thing. You may let me out now, if you must."
Chuckling, I opened the tote and Josephina leapt out gracefully, whiskers twitching. "Be careful. I'll be sure to tell Mom and Dad you can't wait to see them," I called after her retreating form.






  
  Chapter 14


I padded out from under Faith's bag, my little white paws stepping onto the dusty fairground. The loud noises and pungent smells assaulted my senses. Ugh, why did I agree to come out here again?  
My eyes scanned the crowds of sweaty humans milling about. No sign of that mangy stray. I wrinkled my pink nose in distaste at the prospect of having to search this whole place for Moonpie.
At the edge of the fairgrounds, a patch of shade beckoned from beneath a gnarled oak tree. I ambled over, my tail held high. There he was, that scruffy black furball curled up and snoozing. I reached out with one dainty paw and batted his ear.
"Wake up, you lazy lump," I huffed, putting on an air of indifference despite the little flip my heart gave at seeing him.
Moonpie's bright yellow eyes blinked open. A slow smile spread across his whiskered face when he recognized me. "Well hello there, Princess," he purred, stretching lazily. "Fancy meeting you here."
I fought back a pleased purr of my own. "Don't flatter yourself. I'm just here with Faith to watch some dumb human cooking contest thing." I batted my paw again, pretending nonchalance. 
Moonpie's ears twitched. "Oh yeah, I saw that shady dude headed into the food tent earlier. The one with the strange eyes, if you remember me telling you about him." He shrugged his shoulders. "Didn't get a really good look though."
I pondered this briefly before giving my head a little shake. Probably nothing. "Whatever. I'm sure the dumb humans have it under control." Stretching out in the shade, I patted the spot next to me invitingly. "Why don't you just relax with me for a bit? I'll find Faith when the time is right."
I stretched out my lithe white body in the shade, tucking my paws neatly under me. Moonpie plopped down beside me, his black fur sticking up in tufts. I tried not to stare at the little patch of white on his chest.
"So, Princess," he said with a lazy yawn. "You got any fun stories from living with that human lady?"
I sniffed haughtily. "Her name is Faith. And I'll have you know, my life is quite luxurious." I proceeded to groom my pristine fur with little licks. "Faith dotes on me constantly - brushing, treats, you name it. I want for nothing."
Moonpie let out an amused purr. "Sounds real tough. I can't imagine having a human slave to cater to my every whim." He batted playfully at my tail.
Swishing it away, I shot him a glare. "It's not like that at all. Faith is my...well, my mother, I suppose." I felt a pang in my chest. "She saved me from a wretched place and gave me a real home."
The stray's eyes softened. "I get that. This fairground is the closest thing I've had to a home in a long while." He gazed wistfully around at the tents and rides. "Ain't much, but it's something."
Hesitantly, I scooted a bit closer until our flanks brushed. "What was it like before? You know...out there?"
Moonpie shrugged, suddenly looking tired beyond his years. "Lots of scrounging and running from things that wanted to eat me. Never knowing where my next meal would come from or if I'd make it through the brutal winter. Then I walked a lot until I found a place with a lot of humans - here. The fairgrounds always has humans, and humans always have food. Especially the kitten humans - the children, I guess they're called. If I'm hungry, I walk to a small human and ask for food. There are always events at the fairgrounds with small humans."
I shuddered, imagining his wiry frame shivering in the cold with just a scrap of newspaper for shelter. Without thinking, I began grooming the matted fur on his neck. He tensed briefly before relaxing into my ministrations with a contented sigh.
I continued grooming Moonpie's scruffy neck fur as he started purring loudly. He really was a handsome tom cat when you looked past his rough exterior.
"Say, I've got an idea," Moonpie said suddenly, twisting around to face me. "How about we have a little fun and get some attention from the humans?"
I eyed him warily. "What did you have in mind?"
A mischievous glint sparked in his yellow eyes. "We could climb up that big oak tree over there. Then you pretend to be stuck while I call for help. The humans will go crazy trying to get the pretty little princess cat down!"
Huffing out a breath, I swatted him lightly with my paw. "And why would I want a bunch of grabby human hands all over me? No thanks."
Moonpie blinked in confusion. "But...don't you like getting attention and pets from the humans? They can be really nice sometimes."
I shook my head slowly. "Not from strangers. I only want love and affection from my mom - from Faith. She's the only human I fully trust."
Understanding seemed to dawn in Moonpie's eyes. He really was quite naive about the human world despite living among them at the fairgrounds.
"Faith saved me from a terrible place," I explained gently. "She's the only human who fully understands me. She's my whole world."
Moonpie cocked his head curiously. "You mentioned you lived somewhere else before. Where was it? It was outside, right?" He gestured vaguely with his paw. "Was it bad?"
A shudder ran through me at the memory of the smells, the pain in my ear, the dogs always chasing me and Peach. "You could say that. It's not important now." I stood up and arched my back in a luxurious stretch. "What is important is that I find Faith. She'll be wondering where I've got to."
The stray's ears drooped slightly. "You're leaving already?"
Despite myself, I felt a pang of regret at having to part ways so soon. Moonpie's scruffy companionship was...nice, in its own way. I stepped closer and gave his cheek a quick lick.
"Don't fret, you silly furball. I'll find you again before I go, I promise." Rubbing my scent gland along his jaw, I purred, "A princess always keeps her word."
With one last look over my shoulder, I turned and trotted off through the bustling crowds, my nose seeking Faith's comforting, familiar scent. I knew Moonpie would be waiting under that old oak when I returned.






  
  Chapter 15


Delicious scents wafted through the air as I walked around the bustling food tent with Alex. Rows of picnic tables were filled with hungry fairgoers digging into plates piled high with classic fair fare.  
A blur of white fur suddenly zipped between the forest of legs, causing a few startled gasps from nearby diners. Josephina skidded to a stop in front of me, green eyes wide with urgency. Before I could say a word, she scampered up my leg and perched herself on my shoulder, tiny paws kneading into my sweater.
"There you are!" I whispered, giving her a reassuring scratch under the chin. "Where have you been, you little rascal?"
Josephina leaned in close, whiskers tickling my cheek. "Looking for that Moonpie character," she mewed softly into my ear. "And you'll never believe it, but I actually enjoyed his company this time."
I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I knew that Moonpie had captured her attention, but saying she enjoyed his company was high praise coming from her. 
"Oh really?" I couldn't resist a sly grin, giving her a gentle poke in the side. "Sounds like someone has developed a little crush."
Josephina huffed indignantly, but her eyes darting around betrayed her feigned annoyance. "Well I wouldn't go that far," she muttered, suddenly very interested in grooming a tuft of fur on her paw. "He's still an uncivilized cat who trusts humans too much for a cat in his position. But I suppose he's not quite as bad as I first assumed."
A smile tugged at my lips as I watched my princess squirm under my knowing gaze. For all her regal airs, it seemed even the mighty Queen Josephina wasn't immune to the flutters of a new romance.
Josephina hopped down from my shoulder and into my open tote bag. "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to take a cat nap while you humans carry on with your human things - whatever it is you do when you congregate together and eat. Please find some fish for me."
I stifled a laugh, gently rearranging the soft blanket lining the bag to make a cozy nest for her. Josephina gave one last indignant sniff before curling up and closing her eyes. Even her regal airs were no match for the irresistible call of an afternoon siesta.
Turning my attention back to the bustling food tent, I spotted the broad, tattooed frame of Big Jim surrounded by a cluster of police officers. His beefy arms were folded across his barrel chest as he animatedly recounted some story, his booming voice rising above the din.
Alex sidled up next to me, a weary frown etched across his face. "You're not going to believe this. I found this out this morning," he muttered, shaking his head. "Turns out Big Jim here was arrested about a decade ago after getting into a brawl downtown. Guess who the arresting officer was?"
I raised my eyebrows. "Don't tell me..."
"The chief himself," Alex confirmed with a frustrated sigh. He dragged a hand through his dark hair. "Apparently there was some bad blood between them over the incident. Jim got off with a slap on the wrist, but he held a grudge against Michaels."
My eyes widened as the implication sank in. "And the chief ate Jim's award-winning chili right before he died..."
"Exactly." Alex's jaw tightened as he glanced over at the towering man. "It's a pretty weak lead, but it's literally all we have to go on right now. We have to look into it, much as I hate entertaining these wild theories without solid evidence."
I reached out and gave his arm a comforting squeeze, his tense muscles coiled like a spring under my hand. The weariness clouding his warm brown eyes tugged at my heart.
"I know this is frustrating, but you're doing everything you can," I said softly. "Just take it one step at a time. The truth will come out."
My phone buzzed in my pocket, breaking the comfortable silence between Alex and me. I fished it out to see my dad's grinning face flashing on the caller ID.
"Hey Dad, what's up?" I answered, Alex's hand finding mine and giving it a gentle squeeze.
"Hey sweetie, just wanted to let you know your mother and I are headed out the door now. Should be at the fair in about twenty minutes or so."
I felt a little flutter of excitement in my chest. "Sounds good! Alex and I are hanging out by the food tents right now. I'll text you when we find a spot to meet up."
"Alright, see you soon honey. Love you!"
"Love you too, Dad." I ended the call and tucked my phone away, turning to Alex with a smile. "My parents will be here soon. Want to grab a snack before they arrive?"
Alex's eyes crinkled at the corners as he grinned back. "You read my mind. I'm starving after this morning."
We wandered through the bustling rows of food stalls, the mouthwatering aromas of funnel cakes and barbecue making my stomach rumble. A flash of hair caught my eye as we passed by a quaint little bakery booth decorated with gingham curtains and chalkboard signs.
"Oh my gosh, look! It's Billy Prescott" I tugged on Alex's hand, pointing to the lanky teenage boy arranging a tray of fresh loaves behind the counter. "I heard his sourdough is to die for."
Billy-Joe looked up, green eyes brightening when he spotted us. "Well hey there, folks! Care to sample some of my award-winning baked goods?"
"Don't mind if we do," Alex chuckled, already reaching for his wallet.
We left the booth with a paper bag filled with still-warm loaves - a crusty sourdough, a pillowy brioche swirl, and a rustic multigrain. The smells travelling up to my nose were enough to make my mouth water.
Alex tore off a hunk of the sourdough and popped it into his mouth, closing his eyes with an appreciative groan. "Wow, that kid wasn't kidding. This might be the best bread I've ever tasted."
I giggled at his blissful expression, ripping off a piece to try for myself. The tangy, chewy bread practically melted on my tongue. "Mmm, you're right - it's incredible! No wonder he won."
Cradling the warm bag of baked goods, we continued strolling through the bustling fair hand-in-hand. Vendors hawked their wares with boisterous calls, children shrieked with delight on the nearby carnival rides, and the sugary-sweet aroma of funnel cake seemed to be everywhere.
In that moment, the stress and darkness surrounding the chief's death seemed to temporarily fade into the background. I felt light, carefree, caught up in the joyful energy of the fair. Alex's solid presence beside me was reassuring, grounding.  
I felt a flutter of nerves as I spotted my parents weaving through the crowd towards us, my dad's tall frame easy to pick out. 
"There they are!" I called out with a wave, giving Alex's hand a reassuring squeeze. He returned it with a warm smile, the crinkles by his eyes deepening.
My dad reached us first, pulling me into one of his signature bear hugs that enveloped me in his familiar, comforting scent - a blend of his woodsy cologne and the gentle musk of old books. "Hey sweetpea! Great to see you."
"Hi Dad." I beamed up at him as he released me, drink in his kind hazel eyes and salt-and-pepper hair tousled by the light breeze. "You remember Alex, right?"
A grin stretched across my dad's face as he turned to Alex, sticking out a large hand. "Of course, our local hero keeping the streets safe. Seen you around the high school football games doing security detail."
Alex returned the firm handshake with an easy confidence. "It's nice to see you again, Mr. Hayes. Though I suppose in this context, you can call me Alex."
He shot me a warm, dimpled smile that made my heart flutter. The formal declaration of our relationship status was still new, sending little sparks dancing across my skin whenever he looked at me like that.
My mom swept in then, radiant as always with her bright smile and wavy brown hair streaked with silver. She pulled me into a tight hug, the floral scent of her perfume instantly transporting me back to childhood.  
"Hello dear," she murmured into my ear before releasing me. Turning to Alex, she stuck out a delicate hand. "And you must be the young man who's captured my daughter's heart. It's wonderful to finally, and formally, meet you, Alex."
"The pleasure is all mine, Mrs. Hayes." His warm palm enveloped her hand as they shook. "Faith has told me so many wonderful things about you both."
I could have melted into a puddle right there seeing the warm approval shining in my parents' eyes as they regarded Alex. Gone was the awkward stiffness that had lingered between them the time weeks ago when they all met by accident. This felt...right. Natural. Like two parts of my life finally clicking into place.
A tiny pang of guilt pricked my heart, though, as I remembered why we were all gathered at the fairgrounds today. Sara would be here soon, and I should speak to her. I hoped my presence wouldn't cause her more pain.
Clearing my throat, I met my parents' questioning gazes. "Listen, I hate to make this awkward, but when Sara arrives for the ceremony, I'll probably slip away and give you some time alone with him. I'll need to speak to her."
My dad's eyes crinkled warmly at the corners. "Don't worry, Faith. We'll have plenty of time together later."
I nodded gratefully at my dad, touched by his understanding. Letting out a soft sigh, I scanned the growing crowd for any sign of Sara's arrival. My heart went out to the poor woman – having to put on a brave face and present cooking awards while no doubt still reeling from her devastating loss. The thought of trying to celebrate anything after losing Alex made my chest constrict painfully.
A gentle squeeze on my hand pulled me from my somber reverie. I glanced up to find Alex's warm brown eyes studying me with tender concern.
"You okay?" he murmured, thumb tracing soothing circles across my knuckles.
I managed a small smile, leaning into his solid frame. "Yeah, I'm alright. Just thinking about Sara and how hard this must be for her."
He nodded soberly. "I can't even imagine..." His voice trailed off, gaze growing distant for a moment before he blinked and refocused on me. "But she's tougher than she looks. The chief always said she was the rock that kept him grounded through all the chaos."
"Well, I certainly hope I can provide her some comfort, in whatever small way," I murmured, scanning the crowd once more.
That's when I spotted her petite frame cutting through the throngs of people, her shoulders ramrod straight and chin lifted high. Sara Michaels moved with a poise and grace that commanded respect, despite the fragility emanating from her slender form.
My breath caught at the deep sorrow etched into the delicate lines of her face. Her red-rimmed eyes held a haunted, faraway look as if she was somewhere else entirely. But her steps never faltered as she made her way towards the small stage set up near the food tents.
"Faith?" His quizzical voice drifted after me, but I was already weaving through the crowd.
I reached Sara just as she mounted the steps leading up to the stage, placing a gentle hand on her arm. She flinched, those wounded eyes snapping towards me with a flash of fear before softening in recognition.
"Sara, hi..." I spoke softly, offering her what I hoped was a warm, comforting smile. "I'm so sorry we have to meet again under such terrible circumstances."
Something in her carefully composed expression cracked then, deep fissures of raw anguish spilling through. Her bottom lip trembled as she opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out.
Without a second thought, I pulled the grieving widow into my arms, cradling her shaking frame against me. She stiffened at first before melting against me with a shuddering exhale, slender fingers fisting into the fabric of my sweater.
"I'm here," I murmured into her hair, rocking her gently. "Just let it out..."
Sara's muffled sobs vibrated against my collarbone as she clung to me like a lifeline, unleashing the torrent of emotions she'd been valiantly holding back. Tears pricked my own eyes, my heart aching for this woman's unimaginable pain.
We stood there, intertwined, as the noisy chatter of the crowd faded into a dull roar around us. In that moment, there were no curious stares or prying eyes – just two souls bound by heartache, seeking solace in each other's embrace. For a few blessed minutes, Sara didn't have to be strong. She could simply grieve.






  
  Chapter 16


I guided Sara over to a couple of empty folding chairs near the stage, away from the thickest clusters of people. Sinking down onto the metal seats, I kept an arm looped around her trembling shoulders as she worked to regain her composure. 
"I'm so sorry," she rasped after a few shuddering breaths, swiping at the tear tracks staining her cheeks. "You must think I'm an absolute mess."
"Not at all," I assured her gently, giving her arm a comforting squeeze. "Grieving is one of the most difficult things a person can go through. There's no shame in letting those emotions out."
Sara offered me a watery smile, eyes shining with gratitude. "Thank you for...for just being here. I don't know how I would've gotten through that.. whatever that was, without you."
Before I could respond, a soft jingling sound came from the tote bag resting at my feet. Josephina poked her head out, blinking sleepily as she took in her surroundings.
"Oh!" Sara's eyes widened in surprise before melting into a tender smile. "Is this your kitty?"
I grinned, scooping Josephina up to nestle in my lap. "This is Josephina. I'd ask if you want to pet her, but I have a feeling she's about to demand it."
Right on cue, Josephina craned her neck up towards Sara with an expectant look, then looked at me. "Well? Isn't she going to pet me?"
Sara reached out to gently stroke Josephina's soft fur. The little cat immediately began purring, leaning happily into the caresses.
"Mmm, not bad," she murmured, tilting her head back towards me. "Her pets are quite nice, Mom." I chuckled, giving her an indulgent scratch under the chin.
Sara watched our interaction with a wistful smile. "She's such a sweetheart. Animals have a way of brightening even the darkest days, don't they?"
Nodding, I studied the grief still lingering in Sara's eyes – a deep, haunting sorrow that would likely never fully fade. But in this moment, a bit of light had crept back into her expression.
"Sara," I began carefully, "I wanted to apologize again for interrupting you and Mary after the memorial service. That was inconsiderate of me, and I'm sorry if I caused any awkwardness."
She blinked at me in surprise. "Mary? Oh, that lady with the soup." Sara waved a dismissive hand. "Honestly, I barely know her. She just plopped herself down beside me before the service started. A bit strange, if you ask me."
I raised my eyebrows in surprise at Sara's dismissive tone towards Mary. "You two didn't seem like strangers when I saw you together earlier. I just assumed you were friends or acquaintances, at least."
Sara scoffed lightly. "Oh no, I only know Mary from the fair's annual cooking contests." She wrinkled her nose distastefully. "Her soups are always so watered-down and bland. I really don't like them - I could make a better soup without even trying."
I couldn't help but chuckle at her fiery spirit shining through, even now. "Well, tell me the next time you make a batch of soup. I'll come over and eat some with you."
She offered a small smile. "I'd like that."
Josephina had settled into a content loaf in my lap, lazily flicking her tail back and forth as Sara stroked along her back. Sensing an opening, I ventured carefully, "Sara, can I ask...what happened before the chief left and went to the funhouse? Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?"
Sara's brow furrowed as she thought back. "Well, Ryan came into the food tent in an absolutely fantastic mood. I remember being a bit taken aback by how cheerful and lively he seemed." Her lips quirked up. "Then again, I suppose I know why now."
I nodded in understanding, recalling the story Alex had told me about the chief singing his high school fight song with Officer Lewis. The little moment of joy and nostalgia, now forever tinged with tragedy.
"I made an offhand comment about being a little bit hungry," Sara continued slowly. "And Ryan said he was going to go grab us both something to eat from one of the vendors before the contest judging started..."
Her voice trailed off, eyes growing distant and pained as the memory undoubtedly replayed in her mind - the last normal interaction with her husband before everything went so horribly wrong. I reached over and gave her hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze.
"So he bought some chili from Big Jim, then some bread from Mary." She said, looking over at the police officers still questioning Big Jim.
I felt my brow furrow in confusion as Sara recounted the chief's return with food before the judging began. "He bought bread from Mary's stand? But I thought Billy-Joe won the bread baking contest..."
Sara shook her head, a sad smile playing at her lips. "Oh no, She doesn't actually bake anything herself. Billy-Joe is the master when it comes to breads - his sourdough is absolutely divine." She sighed wistfully. "s a few loaves from his stand to sell alongside her soups. Customers love having fresh bread to dip or crumble on top and it's easier just to buy it when you buy soup, you know?"
That made sense. I could easily picture the gangly teen proudly offering up crusty loaves from behind a simple wooden stand. "So why did the chief get the bread from Mary instead of Billy-Joe that day?"
"Well," Sara began, scratching idly behind Josephina's ears as the cat purred contentedly in my lap. "When Ryan came back after getting us food, he mentioned that Billy-Joe was actually sold out of the sourdough for the day. My favorite," she added with a rueful chuckle. 
I nodded in understanding as the pieces clicked together. "So Billy-Joe must have sent him to Mary, since she were selling his sourdough too."
"Exactly." Sara's expression clouded over as she continued. "I remember being a bit put off when Ryan came back, though. The bread...it had an odd smell that I just couldn't place. Not bad, per se, but definitely strange and unfamiliar." She shook her head slowly. "I opted just to have the chili instead."
My eyes widened at this new detail. Had there been something amiss with the bread? Something that had put the chief's senses on high alert, explaining his venture into the funhouse? Before I could voice my thoughts, movement across the area caught my eye.
There was Mary, smiling and giving us a small wave from behind her soup stand. I watched as she grabbed a lidded container and began making her way over towards us, likely intending to offer up another sample.
Squeezing her hand in silent reassurance, I plastered on a polite smile as Mary drew near, determined to get to the bottom of whatever was afoot here - no matter how many bowls of soup it took.
I watched as Sara's face fell at Mary's cheerful approach, no doubt dreading yet another awkward interaction. Before I could intervene, however, she straightened her shoulders with a weary sigh.
"I should get going," she murmured, squeezing my hand gratefully. "I need to check in with the other judges before the awards ceremony starts."
Nodding in understanding, I offered her a warm smile. "Of course. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me, Sara. I know it can't be easy reliving those memories."
She returned the smile, though it didn't quite reach her eyes. "You've been so kind and patient listening to my ramblings. I...I hope I was able to provide some useful information at least." Sara's gaze flicked over my shoulder. "And please, tell Alex I said hello. Ryan always spoke so highly of him - he had such deep respect for the way Alex does his job."
My heart clenched at her words and the clear adoration she still held for her late husband. Leaning forward, I pulled Sara into a gentle hug, mindful of Josephina nestled between us. She stiffened briefly before melting into the embrace, clinging to me tightly.
"You've been incredibly brave," I murmured as we parted. "Lean on your friends and loved ones whenever you need support, okay?"
Sara offered a watery smile and a nod before turning to Josephina. Bending down, she stroked along my cat's soft fur, earning a rumbling purr of approval.
"You take good care of your mom for me," she murmured fondly. With a final squeeze of my hand, Sara rose and made her way to the area with the other judges, shoulders squared despite the weariness etched into her features.
I watched her retreating form for a moment before turning to face Mary, who had stopped a few feet away with a bright smile. "Well! Is there any good gossip I should know about?"
Her chipper tone struck an odd chord after the emotional heaviness of my conversation with Sara. Pasting on a polite smile, I replied lightly, "Oh, just talking to Sara about everything that happened. I'm not sure 'gossip' would be the right word for it."
Mary chuckled, seeming entirely unbothered as she plopped down on the empty chair beside me with a grunt. Up close, I could make out the faint sheen of sweat along her brow and the flush of exertion in her cheeks - no doubt from manning the soup vat all day in the sweltering summer heat.
"Isn't that what all good friends do?" she replied with a wink. "Gossip and gab until the cows come home!"
I couldn't help but laugh at her sunny disposition, feeling some of the tension seep out of my shoulders. Mary may come across as a bit odd, but her warm energy was certainly infectious.
I accepted the lidded container and plastic spoon Mary thrust into my hands with a grateful smile. "Thank you, that's very kind of you. I'm not so hungry right now, but I appreciate you offering."
Mary waved a dismissive hand. "Nonsense, dear! A girl like you needs to keep her strength up." She winked conspiratorially. "Especially with all this investigating around you've been doing."
I felt my cheeks warm slightly at her teasing tone, but couldn't help a small laugh. "Well, when you put it that way..."
The sound of a microphone crackling to life made us both turn towards the small stage area. One of the fair organizers was tapping on the mic, beckoning for quiet.
"Alright folks, can I have your attention please?" He paused as the dull roar of conversation died down. "Thank you all for your patience. I know it's been an incredibly difficult event with the...tragedy that occurred here." 
The man's expression grew somber for a moment before brightening. "But Chief Michaels wouldn't want us moping around. He'd want us celebrating all the hard work that went into the fair this year - especially our cooking contestants!"
A smattering of applause rippled through the crowd. Mary straightened up eagerly beside me, eyes sparkling with anticipation.
"So without further ado," the organizer continued, "let's kick off the award ceremony for this year's cooking contests!"
As he began rattling off the winners for various categories, Mary leaned over with a not-so-subtle elbow to my ribs. "Ooh, this is what I've been waiting for! This is the first year I've won!" she stage-whispered gleefully.
I couldn't help but chuckle at her infectious enthusiasm. "Well, I'll be sure to try some of your soup once you've won, then. For research purposes, of course."
Mary's eyes danced with mirth. "For the investigation, hmm?" She reached over to give my arm a friendly pat. "Well aren't you just a clever one! Good luck cracking this case wide open, dear."
With a final wink, she gathered up her skirts and made her way back over to the soup vat, no doubt preparing to claim her prize. I watched her go with a small shake of my head, bemused by the strange little woman.
"There you are!"
The familiar voice made me turn to see Alex striding towards me, my dad and mom trailing just behind with matching grins. Dad immediately swept me up into a bear hug, his boisterous laughter filling my ears.
"Faith! We were wondering where you'd wandered off to," he mock-scolded as we parted, eyes twinkling. "Your mother and I have just been swapping stories with Alex here about your whirlwind adventures."
I shot Alex an exasperated look, which he returned with an entirely unrepentant grin and a wink. Typical.
"So, did you manage to find out anything useful from Sara?" Alex asked, leaning in closer so he could hear me over the growing crowd noise as people began milling about.
I nodded, recounting my conversation with the chief's widow. "She said Ryan came back to her with sourdough bread he'd bought from Mary's soup stand - not from Billy-Joe's bread stand like we assumed."
Alex's brow furrowed in thought. "Interesting. I wonder why he went to Mary instead of the kid who actually won the bread contest."
"Sara mentioned Billy-Joe had sold out for the day," I explained. "So the chief must have gotten the bread from Mary since she was selling loaves from Billy-Joe's stand too."
"I see." Alex's expression grew pensive as he mulled over this new information. After a moment, he ventured carefully, "Did Sara happen to say anything about...well, about what Moonpie overheard?"
I shook my head with a small frown. "No, I didn't bring that up. I figured it would just upset her more to dredge up those memories again right before the ceremony." 
Glancing around at the milling fairgoers, I couldn't help but add, "Besides, who knows if Moonpie even understood what he overheard correctly? For all we know, he could have misinterpreted some innocent conversation between strangers."
Alex opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted by the organizer calling out a name to come claim their prize. My mom immediately perked up, craning her neck eagerly.
"Ooh, did you hear that?" she whispered, gripping my dad's arm excitedly. "That was the soup category!"
Sure enough, Mary started walking up to accept a large blue ribbon, face positively glowing with pride. She turned and gave a little wave in our direction, which my mom and I returned with enthusiastic clapping.
Alex looked at the container in my hands. "What is that?"
Leaning over, I murmured to Alex, "It's some soup Mary gave me. Are you hungry?"
"A little. I see you have some spoons - let me try just a little."
As I pulled off the plastic lid, a distinctly sweet, nutty aroma wafted up that I'd never associated with soup before. 
"It smells like almonds."
A low growl rumbled up from the tote bag at my feet. Josephina poked her head out, nostrils flaring as she caught the scent wafting up from the container. Her eyes went wide and she immediately began struggling to wriggle free, snarling furiously.
"Josephina, what's wrong?" I gasped, quickly setting the soup aside before she could knock it over in her thrashing. With a final heave, she tumbled out onto the ground in a flurry of white fur.
"Don't eat that!" she yowled up at me, back arched and ear pinned flat. "Put the lid back on, now!"
I scrambled to comply with her frantic demands, hastily snapping the plastic lid back into place as Josephina hopped down. To my utter shock, she began stalking forward with a feral look in her eyes, tail lashing as she fixed her sights on Mary.
"Josephina?" I called out uncertainly. The little cat paid me no mind, creeping ever closer with a menacing growl rumbling from her throat.
Alex must have noticed the commotion, because he was suddenly at my side with a concerned look. "Faith? What's going on here?"
I could only shake my head mutely, at a complete loss for how to explain Josephina's bizarre behavior. My sweet, pampered princess was practically frothing at the mouth as she closed in on the oblivious Mary.
"No one tries to hurt my mother," she was muttering darkly under her breath. "I'll show her what happens when she messes with this queen's family..."
Mary turned at the sound of the growling, eyes going wide as she took in the furious feline making a beeline straight for her. A startled laugh escaped her lips. "Well, hello there! Where did you come from, you pretty little thing?"
And then, she pounced. 






  
  Chapter 17


I watched in horror as Josephina launched herself at Mary, snarling and spitting like a feral wildcat. My gentle, pampered princess was a blur of flashing claws and snapping teeth as she went straight for Mary's face. 
"Josephina, no!" I cried out, but it was too late. 
Mary let out a startled yelp as Josephina batted her glasses clean off, the wire frames clattering to the ground. Gasps and shrieks erupted around us as the crowd took in the savage attack unfolding before their eyes.  
My heart pounded in my chest as fragments of Moonpie's words came flooding back to me. A small man with strange eyes...someone talking about murder... 
I watched transfixed as Mary flinched back, shielding her face with her hands as Josephina rained down a flurry of blows. Her close-cropped silver hair whipped about her petite frame with every swing of her head.  
Realization slammed into me like a physical blow. Of course - Moonpie must have thought Mary was a small man because of her size and boyish haircut. And her glasses could easily have looked like "strange eyes" to him.
My stomach twisted into knots as I considered the implications. Had Moonpie actually overheard Mary talking about murder? Is that why Josephina was so desperate to keep me from ingesting that soup, like she thought it might be poisoned?
The thought made me feel violently ill. Sweet, kindly Mary - capable of such an unspeakable act? It couldn't be...and yet, my furious feline was leaving no room for doubt as she launched herself at the older woman again with bared fangs.
I watched in disbelief as Josephina's claws raked across Mary's face, drawing thin lines of blood. The woman stumbled back, clutching her cheek as my precious cat yowled furiously.
"Cyanide! The soup! Just like in the mystery!" Josephina snarled, her tail lashing back and forth.
My brow furrowed in confusion. "Cyanide?" I echoed, the word feeling strange and leaden on my tongue.
Mary's eyes went wide behind her askew glasses when I said the word, reflecting an expression of sheer horror. A look I had seen many times before - the look of someone who had just been caught red-handed.
Before I could fully process what was happening, Mary reached out with surprising swiftness for someone her age. Her fingers clamped around Josephina's slim torso, wrenching her away with a strength that belied her petite stature.
Josephina twisted in her grasp, teeth bared as she let out an earsplitting yowl of rage. "You killed him! The poison was in the bread!"
A blur of black and white materialized in the corner of my vision as Moonpie came sailing through the air, his wiry body outstretched like a furry missile. Mary's startled cry was cut off as Moonpie's claws connected squarely with her face, reopening the fresh wounds from Josephina's attack.
I rushed forward, heart pounding in my ears as Josephina swiped viciously at Mary's face. "Josephina!" I called out, scooping her up before she could launch another attack. She wriggled in my arms, tail lashing, but I held her firmly against my chest. "What do you mean the poison was in the bread?"
Her green eyes blazed with righteous anger. "Cyanide smells like almonds! I read about it in the mystery book on my iPad. You said the soup smelled like it!"
The pieces clicked into place like tumblers in a lock. Mary's odd behavior, her fixation on keeping me from Sara, Josephina's frantic attempts to keep me from consuming any...it all made a horrifying sort of sense now.
I whirled to face Alex, my voice trembling. "She's saying the cyanide was in the soup! That Mary poisoned it!"
Alex's eyes went wide, the color draining from his face as he reached for his phone with shaking hands. He stabbed at the screen, the furrow deepening between his brows.
"Lewis? This is Detective Carrington," he barked into the receiver, the gruffness of his voice at odds with his ashen expression. "Where did everyone who was talking to Big Jim earlier go? I need everyone's backup at the food tent immediately to make an arrest in the chief's murder. Quick - we've got our killer."
Then he hung up.
A scream of pure rage cut through the air, shattering the tense silence that had fallen. I flinched, tightening my grip on Josephina as Mary rounded on us, eyes wild.
"I was so close!" she shrieked, spittle flying from her twisted lips. "After all these years of being overlooked, I finally had my moment! That blue ribbon was as good as mine!"
She took a staggering step forward, fists clenched at her sides, and for a heart-stopping moment I feared she might charge us. Moonpie let out a guttural yowl of warning, placing himself between Mary and us in a defensive crouch.
"And that stupid chief had to go and eat the bread himself! Just like you were supposed to have my soup!" Mary raged on, oblivious to the black cat's protective stance. "That bread wasn't even meant for him. I was finally going to win the contest! Sara was the one who likes that bread! It doesn't matter - I finally got the award I deserved anyway!"
The sickening meaning behind her words punched the air from my lungs. My knees threatened to buckle beneath me as the weight of her confession hit me full force.
"Mama, let me down. I need to speak to Moonpie about something." My squirming little ball of fluff said, trying her best to get out of my arms. 
I reluctantly set Josephina down on the ground, her body quivering with rage. As soon as her dainty white paws touched the grass, Moonpie let out a low meow and trotted over. The two cats locked eyes for a brief moment before Josephina gave a curt nod.
With that, they took off in a flash of black and white fur, darting between the clustered tent legs and disappearing from sight. I felt a pang of worry watching them go, but pushed it aside - Josephina could handle herself, especially with her new friend at her side.
Heavy footfalls approached from behind and I turned to see Officer Lewis storming towards us, face like thundercloud. 
"What in the blazing heck is going on here?" he demanded, eye twitching as he swept an accusing glare between Alex and me.
Alex straightened, all business despite the chaos swirling around us. "Officer Lewis, we need to arrest Mary Waterson immediately for the murder of Chief Michaels," he stated in a tone that brokered no argument.
Lewis's already furrowed brow crinkled further as he regarded the diminutive older woman. Mary had collapsed in a heap on the ground, body shaking with heaving sobs as the weight of her confession seemed to crash over her in waves.
"You've got to be kidding me," Lewis scoffed, shaking his head in disbelief. "Little old Mary? There's no way."
"I'm afraid it's true," Alex said grimly. "She poisoned food at the cooking contest out of some deranged desire to win a ribbon."
Lewis's jaw clenched, the muscle in his cheek twitching. With a grunt of resignation, he unclipped his radio and brought it to his lips. "This is Officer Lewis requesting backup at the food tent, code 3. We have a suspect in custody for the Chief's murder."
His dark eyes flicked back to Alex, a silent question in their depths. Alex met his gaze steadily and gave a solemn nod of confirmation.
"Well I'll be damned," Lewis muttered under his breath, dragging a hand down his face. 
I watched, heart pounding, as Alex and Officer Lewis wrestled a thrashing Mary into a pair of handcuffs. She spat and cursed, her once kindly face twisted into a mask of pure rage.
"Put the soup container on the ground and go wash your hands, Faith," Alex called over his shoulder, his voice strained with the effort of restraining Mary. "And don't touch anything else, especially not your face!"
I nodded mutely, setting the plastic tub down with shaking hands as I put the lid on. The rich, almond-scented broth sloshed ominously inside, and I recoiled as if burned.
Alex strode over to the stage and snatched up the microphone, his face grim. "Everyone needs to leave the area immediately," he announced, his amplified voice echoing through the suddenly silent fairgrounds. "And under no circumstances are you to go anywhere near Mary's soup stand. This is now an active crime scene."
Murmurs of confusion and alarm rippled through the gathered crowd as people began to disperse, casting wary glances over their shoulders. I stood rooted to the spot, my mind reeling as I tried to process the unthinkable events unfolding before me.
Mary's wild eyes locked onto mine, and I felt a chill race down my spine at the sheer malice in her gaze. "You stuck your nose where it didn't belong!" she hissed, her voice dripping with venom. "You and your meddling were going to ruin everything. If you had just eaten the soup like you were meant to, I wouldn't be in this mess!"
Sara descended from the stage, her face a mask of grief and fury. She stalked towards Mary, hands balled into fists at her sides.
"You monster," she choked out, tears streaming down her face. "My husband is dead because of you and your twisted obsession with a stupid ribbon. I hope you rot in prison for what you've done."
Mary flinched as if slapped, but her expression remained defiant. "I deserved to win," she spat, struggling against Alex's iron grip. "I was the best cook in this whole damn town, and everyone knew it. But no one ever appreciated me. You hated my soup! You would have never let me win. I needed you out of the picture one way or another! Well, now they'll remember my name forever."
I watched in stunned silence as more officers flooded the area, their faces grim and determined. Alex pulled them aside, speaking in hushed tones as he gestured towards Mary. The officers' eyes widened as Alex filled them in, their expressions shifting from disbelief to horror.
Around us, people were still trickling out of the tent area, casting furtive glances over their shoulders. I caught snippets of whispered conversations as they passed.
"Did you see that? It was like she was talking to her cat!"
"I know, right? Weird..."
My stomach clenched. I'd been so caught up in the moment, I hadn't even thought about how it might look to others. Before I could dwell on it further, I felt a gentle hand on my arm.
"Faith, sweetheart, are you alright?" My mom's concerned voice cut through the chaos.
I turned to face my parents, both looking shaken and confused. "I... I think I will be," I managed, my voice trembling slightly.
Dad's brow furrowed. "What happened? How did you know about the poison? What was going on between you and Josephina?"
I opened my mouth, then closed it again. How could I possibly explain? "I... I don't know how to explain it," I admitted, avoiding their eyes.
Before they could press further, I felt arms wrap around me. Sara's tear-stained face pressed against my shoulder as she hugged me tightly.
"Thank you," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "I don't understand how, but thank you for uncovering the truth."
I hugged her back, my own eyes stinging with unshed tears. Sara's body shook against mine, her grief evident in every trembling breath. As we stood there, locked in a tight embrace, I caught sight of Officer Lewis and his colleagues leading Mary away.
Mary's face was a mess of angry red welts and thin, bloody scratches - testament to Josephina and Moonpie's ferocious attack. Her silver hair stuck out at odd angles, and her glasses hung crookedly from one ear. Despite her disheveled appearance, her eyes burned with a fierce, unrepentant anger that sent a chill down my spine.
As they passed, Mary's gaze locked onto mine. The hatred in those eyes made me flinch, and I instinctively tightened my grip on Sara.
"Faith!" Alex's voice cut through the chaos. He jogged over, concern etched across his handsome features. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around both Sara and me, enveloping us in a protective embrace.
"It's okay," he murmured, his lips brushing against my temple. "It's all over now. You're safe."
I melted into his warmth, allowing myself a moment of relief. When we finally broke apart, Alex's eyes searched my face.
"Listen, I need you to go wash your hands thoroughly, okay? Did you get any on your hands?"
I shook my head. "No, I'm sure I didn't."
"Still, don't touch anything else. Then come right back - the other officers will need to speak with you. I'll get you looked at by someone - I'm sure we'll have an FBI forensic team crawling around here within the hour with as much interest as they've been showing in this case."
I nodded mutely, still trying to process everything that had happened. As I turned to go, Alex called out to a passing officer.
"Hey, Jason! Grab some gloves and carefully collect that plastic container of soup. It's evidence now."
The officer nodded grimly and moved to comply. Alex turned back to me, his expression softening.
"Once you're done talking to the police, we'll head back to your place, alright? You've been through a lot today."






  
  Chapter 18


I scrubbed my hands vigorously under the lukewarm water, watching as soap bubbles swirled down the drain. The harsh smell of industrial hand soap filled my nostrils, a stark reminder of where I was and what had just happened. My mind raced, replaying the events in the food tent over and over. 
Josephina had saved me. She'd figured out Mary's plan and attacked her before anyone could get hurt. But at what cost? My stomach churned as I remembered the whispers, the sideways glances.
"Did you see that? It was like she was talking to her cat!"
I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the memory away. How was I going to explain this? Would anyone believe me if I told them the truth? I hoped against hope that everyone would focus on Mary's arrest, on the fact that Chief Michaels' killer had been caught. Maybe they'd forget about the weird woman who seemed to communicate with her cat.
I turned off the faucet and reached for a paper towel, my hands trembling slightly as I dried them. Just as I was about to leave, the bathroom door swung open. A tall, blonde woman walked in, her blue eyes locking onto mine. There was something familiar about her, but I couldn't quite place it.
"Excuse me," she said, her voice soft but firm. "You're Faith Hayes, right? I like your books. I was in the food tent when everything happened."
I nodded, my throat suddenly dry.
The woman's lips curved into a gentle smile. "I know this might not be the best time, but I was hoping I could speak with you and Josephina when you're ready. I think I can help you."
My heart skipped a beat. She wanted to talk to Josephina? I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.
I stared at the woman, my mind reeling. She seemed to sense my unease. Smiling, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, glossy card.
"It's been a long time since I've given out my personal business card," she said, a hint of nostalgia in her voice.
I took the card, my fingers trembling slightly. As I read the text, my eyes widened: "Summer Rebel, Punk Rock Psychic Detective."
Suddenly, it clicked. I looked up at her, recognition dawning. "You're Summer Miller! From Chesterfield! You were in that local punk rock band that got big in the '90s. The Switchblade Sisters? The Murder Maidens? Something like that anyway. Weren't you...?"
She laughed, a warm, genuine sound that echoed off the bathroom tiles. "Rumored to have killed a local club owner? Yeah, that was me. But I solved that case, honey. I wish you'd been around when I was a teenager choosing a name for my band - I like 'The Switchblade Sisters' more than what we came up with."
I blinked, trying to process this information. Summer Miller, local girl turned world-famous rock star, turned.. whatever she did now, was standing in front of me in a fairground bathroom talking to me about my cat.
"Listen," Summer said, her tone softening. "Come to the address on that card and ask for me. It's in a building downtown. I can help you with what's happening with Josephina."
My breath caught in my throat. I should have been more careful.
Summer must have sensed my unease because she quickly added, "You've had enough surprises for today. We'll talk more later."
With a wink and a wave, she was gone, leaving me alone in the bathroom, staring at the card in my hand.
I read it again, tracing my finger over the embossed letters. Summer Rebel, Punk Rock Psychic Detective. It sounded like something out of a quirky TV show, not real life. But then again, my life had taken quite a turn into the surreal lately.
Taking a deep breath, I tucked the card into my pocket and left the bathroom. The fairground seemed different now, as if Summer's appearance had shifted something in my perception. I made my way through the crowds, my mind buzzing with questions and possibilities.
As I walked through the fairgrounds, my mind still reeling from the encounter with Summer, I spotted Josephina and Moonpie playing under a large oak tree. Their carefree antics brought a smile to my face, a welcome distraction from the day's chaos. I approached them, my footsteps crunching on fallen leaves.
"Hey, you two," I called out softly.
Josephina's ears perked up, and she trotted over to me. "Mom! Is it over? Did they arrest that awful Mary woman?"
I nodded, kneeling down to scratch behind her remaining ear. "Yes, sweetie. They took her away. It's all thanks to you."
Josephina puffed up with pride, but I could see a hint of worry in her green eyes. "I'm just glad it's over."
"Me too," I said, feeling a rush of gratitude. "Listen, Josephina, I can't thank you enough for what you did. From now on, any mystery books you want, they're yours. My treat."
Josephina's eyes lit up. "Really? Actually, I've been thinking about branching out into thrillers. A little more excitement, you know?"
I laughed, shaking my head. "Of course you are. Thrillers it is."
Turning to Moonpie, who had sauntered over to join us, I smiled. "And thank you, Moonpie, for rushing in to protect Josephina. That was very brave of you."
Moonpie preened under the praise, and Josephina rolled her eyes affectionately.
"Mom," Josephina said, her tone suddenly serious. "I have something important to discuss with you. Moonpie and I have been talking, and we both agree that the fairgrounds are just too dangerous for him to keep living here."
I raised an eyebrow, trying to suppress a grin. "Oh? And where do you suggest he should go?"
Josephina looked at me with an expression of utmost innocence. "Well, I was thinking our neighborhood might be safer. You know, just to keep an eye on him. And he told me he wants to understand humans a lot better to avoid what happened today. He didn't know what glasses were. Oh, and he can be around other cats.. like Peach."
I couldn't help but laugh. "I see. And I suppose this has nothing to do with you wanting Moonpie to be closer?"
"Of course not," Josephina said, her tail twitching. "It's purely for his safety. Right, Moonpie?"
Moonpie nodded enthusiastically, clearly on board with whatever Josephina had planned.
I couldn't help but chuckle at Josephina's elaborate plan. She was trying so hard to sound casual, but I completely understood what she was up to.
"Oh, and Mom," Josephina continued, her tail swishing back and forth, "Moonpie doesn't need to live inside except when it's really cold. He likes being outside for some reason. When it's raining, he can stay on the back porch. It's better for him this way because he can be close to people like you and Jerry who will feed him."
I glanced at Moonpie, who was looking up at me with hopeful eyes. It was clear he was fully on board with Josephina's scheme.
"Well," I said, pretending to consider it carefully, "I suppose having Moonpie in our neighborhood wouldn't be such a bad idea. It would be nice to keep an eye on him, especially after everything that's happened."
Josephina's eyes lit up, and she did a little dance on the spot. "Really? Oh, thank you!"
I smiled, touched by her enthusiasm. "Of course, sweetie. Moonpie's welcome in our neighborhood."
"Oh!" Josephina exclaimed, as if suddenly remembering something important. "Moonpie will need a ride to our neighborhood today, whenever we leave. You can find us near this oak tree when you're ready to go."
I raised an eyebrow at her, amused by her not-so-subtle hint. "I see. Well, I'll make sure to come back here when it's time to leave. We wouldn't want to forget Moonpie, would we?"
Josephina nodded seriously. "Absolutely not. It's very important."
As I watched Josephina and Moonpie together, I couldn't help but feel a warmth spreading through my chest. Despite all the chaos and danger we'd faced, here was a moment of pure, simple joy. My clever, brave little cat had not only helped solve a murder but had also found herself a companion.


      ***I leaned back in the passenger seat of Alex's patrol car, feeling the weight of the day's events settle over me. We sat in silence for a moment, parked in my driveway, the engine's quiet hum the only sound.
"I still can't believe it was Mary," I said, shaking my head. "All because of some soup."
Alex's hand found mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. "People do crazy things for the strangest reasons. But thanks to you and some cats, we caught her."
I smiled, feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with the summer evening. "Speaking of furry detectives..."
Alex and I got out of the car, then I opened the back door of his car. Josephina and Moonpie bounded out, making a beeline for the backyard. Josephina paused to give me a meaningful look before disappearing around the corner of the house.
We stood there for a moment, facing each other in the fading light. "So," Alex said, his brown eyes twinkling. "Case closed."
I nodded, suddenly aware of how close we were standing. "Yep. Back to normal life, I guess."
He took a step closer, his voice dropping low. "Normal might be overrated. I was thinking... maybe you could come over tomorrow evening?"
My heart skipped a beat. "I'd like that," I said, feeling a smile spread across my face. "As long as soup isn't on the menu."
Alex and I walked to my porch, the warm glow from the house spilling out onto the weathered wood. The night air was thick with the scent of summer flowers and the distant chirping of crickets.
"I can't believe it's all over," I said, leaning against the porch railing. "It feels like a dream."
Alex stepped closer, his eyes soft in the dim light. "A dream with a happy ending, I hope."
I felt a flutter in my chest as he reached out, his fingers gently brushing a strand of hair from my face. "Definitely happy," I murmured.
We stood there for a moment, the space between us charged with unspoken words. Then, as if drawn by an invisible force, we both leaned in. Our lips met in a kiss that was soft and sweet at first, then deepened with a hunger that took my breath away.
When we finally pulled apart, I was dizzy with emotion. Alex's arms were around my waist, holding me steady.
"Wow," I breathed.
He chuckled, pressing his forehead against mine. "Wow indeed."
A familiar meow interrupted our moment. I looked down to see Josephina sitting at our feet, her tail swishing back and forth.
"Yes, your highness?" I asked, unable to keep the grin off my face.
Josephina tilted her head, her eyes gleaming. "Don't mind me. I just wanted to tell you that I'll be outside a while. Moonpie needs to be shown where everything is. I'll scratch at the front door when I'm ready to come in."
I raised an eyebrow. "How thoughtful of you."
"I know," she purred, sauntering off the porch. "Don't wait up!"
As Josephina disappeared into the shadows, Alex pulled me close again. "Now, where were we?" he murmured.
I smiled, wrapping my arms around his neck. "I think I remember," I said, and leaned in for another kiss.
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  Summer Rebel, Psychic Detective


I gripped my bass, the familiar weight of it in my hands comforting as I paced the cramped backstage area of the Gold Monkey. This was it - our first paid gig as The Dagger Bards. After a year of playing terrible open mics around Indiana and begging for a paid spot on the bill, we'd finally made it. 
My heart raced with equal parts excitement and nerves. I could hear the current band onstage, their raucous sound pounding through the walls. Soon, that would be us out there, unleashing our own brand of riot grrrl punk rock fury on this crowd. 
I glanced over at Billie, our fearless frontwoman, as she adjusted her shirt. Her electric crimson hair was teased into a wild mane, her signature black leather pants hugging every curve. Billie oozed raw, primal energy - a force to be reckoned with. 
Jo, our drummer, sat cross-legged on a amp, tapping out a rhythm on her thighs. Jo, our drummer, was in the corner tuning her instrument, brow furrowed in concentration. And Carly, my best friend and the Bards' rhythm guitarist, flashed me an encouraging smile. 
This was our moment. We'd worked our asses off for this, poured our hearts and souls into our music. Now it was time to show the world what The Dagger Bards were made of.
The current band finished their set to thunderous applause, the crowd's roar echoing through the cramped backstage. Billie turned to us, a wicked grin spreading across her face.
"Alright, you freaks. You ready to give 'em hell?" 
I gripped my bass tighter, my pulse quickening. "Yeah we are."
With that, Billie led us onstage, the bright lights momentarily blinding me. But as my eyes adjusted, I drank in the sea of faces before us - the punks, the rebels, the outcasts, all here to see us perform. 
This was our moment. Time to make it count.
"Alright, Chesterfield!" Billie bellowed, her raspy voice cutting through the noise. "You ready for some real punk rock?" The crowd erupted in cheers and fist-pumping. "Then let me introduce you to The Dagger Bards!"
She gestured to Jo, who was already laying down a thunderous beat on her drums. "On the skins, we got the one and only Jo Krieger!"
Jo gave a slight nod, her focus unwavering as she pounded out the rhythm.
"Holding down the low end, we've got the renegade herself - Summer Rebel!" 
I stepped up to the mic, adrenaline coursing through me as I drank in the sea of faces before us. I was so jealous that the other girls in the band could go by their real names - although Summer Rebel sounded pretty badass. This was my chance to channel all my pain and anger into something powerful. With a deep breath, I launched into the opening bassline, my fingers flying across the strings.
"Shredding on lead guitar, the fierce and fabulous Skylar Jackson!" Billie announced, as Skylar unleashed a blistering riff that sent the crowd into a frenzy.
"And backing her up on rhythm, the one and only Carly White!"
Carly flashed me a quick grin as she fell into sync with Jo's playing, her own guitar adding a driving undercurrent to the song.
Finally, Billie stepped up to the mic, her electric presence commanding the entire room. "And leading the charge, it's me, your Dagger Bards frontwoman - the one and only Billie Baldini!"
The crowd erupted in cheers as Billie launched into the first lyrics, her powerful rasp sending shivers down my spine. I lost myself in the music, all my senses heightened as we poured our hearts into the performance.
This was it - our time to shine. I let the bassline consume me, my fingers moving with a practiced fluidity as I fed off the energy of the crowd. Skylar's drums thundered, Jo's guitar wailed, and Carly's rhythm anchored the whole thing together.
And Billie...Billie was a force of nature, stalking the stage with feline grace as she unleashed our manifesto of rebellion and rage. Her words cut like a knife, each line dripping with defiance.
I was home. This was where I belonged - on this stage, surrounded by my friends, making a statement with our music. For this moment, nothing else mattered. It was just us and the music, a shared experience.
I gripped my bass, my fingers flying across the strings as we launched into our second song. The crowd's roar fueled my adrenaline, urging me to push even harder. This was our moment to shine.
But just as Billie belted out the opening lines, a sudden jolt of energy shot through me. My hands froze on the strings as a psychic flash seared through my mind - a bloody knife, spinning through the air, its blade glinting under the lights.
I gasped, my eyes going wide. Billie's vocals trailed off, confusion etching across her face. "Summer? What's wrong?"
The rest of the band followed suit, the music grinding to a halt as all eyes turned to me. The crowd erupted in annoyed shouts, but I couldn't hear them over the pounding of my own heart.
"I-I don't know," I stammered, my gaze darting around the room. "I just...I saw something."
Billie's brow furrowed as she stepped closer, her voice lowered. "What did you see?"
I shook my head, willing the image to fade. "It was probably nothing. Just...let's keep going."
Reluctantly, the band picked up where we left off, but the energy had shifted. I forced myself to focus, my fingers moving on autopilot as I tried to push the vision from my mind.
By the time we finished our set, the crowd's enthusiasm had waned, replaced by a palpable tension. As we filed off stage and back to the cramped backstage area, Carly sidled up to me, her expression laced with concern.
"Hey, what happened out there?" she asked, her voice hushed. "I've never seen you freeze up like that."
I chewed on my lip, unsure of how to even begin explaining. "I...I don't know. I just got this really intense vision, but it was gone before I could make sense of it."
Carly's brows knitted together. "A vision? You mean like one of your psychic things?"
I nodded, guilt gnawing at me. I hated worrying my best friend, but these unexplained flashes were becoming more and more frequent. "It was probably nothing," I lied, forcing a reassuring smile. "Let's just get our money and get out of here, okay?"
The rest of the band was already making their way towards Tony's office, the club manager who booked our gig. I fell into step beside Carly, my mind still reeling from the unsettling vision. What could it mean?
I followed the rest of the Bards towards Tony's office, my mind still reeling from that unsettling vision. What could it have possibly meant?
Tony Marra, the club's manager, sat behind his cluttered desk, a self-satisfied smirk on his face as we filed in. Despite his sleazy, weaselly appearance, he fancied himself a tastemaker for the local punk scene.
"Well, well, if it isn't The Dagger Bards!" he crowed, his piggy eyes raking over us. "Gotta say, you girls really brought the house down out there."
Billie stepped forward, her chin raised defiantly. "Thanks, Tony. We were hoping we could play here again sometime."
"Absolutely!" Tony leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers together. "I'm always on the lookout for the next big thing in this girl punk scene the college kids are going crazy for now." His gaze lingered a little too long on Billie's leather-clad curves. "You ladies definitely fit the bill."
Billie's lips curled into a tight smile. "Great. So about our payment..."
Tony clucked his tongue, reaching into his desk drawer. "Right, right, can't forget about that." He pulled out a wad of bills, slowly counting them out. "Alright, let's see here...you girls were supposed to get $150, right?"
I watched anxiously as he peeled off the bills, my heart sinking when he only placed $100 on the desk. "Uh, Tony? I think you're short-changing us by fifty bucks."
Tony's beady eyes flicked up to meet mine, his expression darkening. "Yeah, well, that's because of the little...incident during your set." He shot me a pointed look. "Had to dock you for disrupting the show and ruining the customer experience."
I felt a flare of indignation. "But that wasn't our fault! I just-"
Billie cut me off with a sharp elbow to my ribs, her gaze warning me to stay quiet. "It's fine, Tony. We appreciate whatever you can give us." She scooped up the cash, shoving it into her back pocket.
Tony leaned back, his greasy smile returning. "Glad we could work something out. I look forward to having you girls back here real soon."
I couldn't let Tony short-change us like that. Not after all the work we'd put in. I stepped forward, my jaw set.
"No way, Tony. We agreed on $150, and that's what we're owed." I glanced over at the other band, who were hovering nearby, waiting to collect their own payment. I didn't want to cause a scene and inconvenience them, but this wasn't right.
Tony's beady eyes narrowed as he leaned back in his chair. "Look, kid, I'm the one callin' the shots here. You wanna get paid, you gotta play by my rules."
I opened my mouth to argue further, but Billie placed a hand on my arm, her grip firm. "It's fine, Summer. We'll take what we can get." She scooped up the bills and shoved them into her back pocket.
Reluctantly, I fell back in line, frustration simmering inside me. I hated that we were getting ripped off, but I didn't want to create any more drama, especially with the other band waiting. They'd been nothing but friendly to us, and I didn't want to jeopardize that.
As we made our way outside, the grimy alley behind the Gold Monkey came into view. The air was thick with the scent of stale cigarettes and spilled beer, the neon sign casting an eerie glow over the cracked pavement. 
And there, parked in all its battered glory, was the Dagger Mobile - our trusty old Volkswagen van. The emerald green body was covered in a patchwork of dents and rust, the faded graffiti a testament to the band's rebellious spirit. Despite its rough appearance, this van had carried us through countless shows and adventures. It was our home on the road.
Billie unlocked the back hatch, and we began loading our gear inside. As I carefully stowed my bass, Carly sidled up next to me, her expression concerned.
"Hey, I'm sorry about what happened back there. Are you okay?"
I sighed, giving her a reassuring smile. "Yeah, I'm fine. I just...I couldn't let Tony rip us off like that, you know?" I glanced over at the rest of the band, who were loading their own equipment. "But I didn't want to cause any trouble for the other guys, either."
Carly nodded, reaching out to give my arm a gentle squeeze. "I get it. You were just looking out for us. That's what makes you the best." She grinned, bumping her shoulder against mine. "C'mon, let's get this stuff loaded up. Billie's giving me first dibs on the front seat."
I chuckled, feeling the tension in my shoulders start to ease. As we worked together to stow our gear, I couldn't help but feel grateful for these girls - my bandmates, my friends, my family. They had my back, no matter what.
Once everything was loaded, we all piled into the Dagger Mobile, the familiar scent of rebellion and camaraderie enveloping us. Billie fired up the engine, and with a shudder and a belch of exhaust, our trusty van roared to life.
"Alright, Dagger Bards," Billie announced, glancing at us in the rearview mirror. "Who's first on the drop-off list?"
I stewed in the backseat of the Dagger Mobile, my mind racing. Tony had no right to shortchange us like that - not after all the work we'd put in. That money was ours, fair and square.
I could feel Skylar's eyes on me, her brow furrowed with concern. "Hey, Sum, don't let it get to you. This was our first real paying gig - we should just be grateful Tony even booked us, you know?"
I let out a frustrated sigh. "But it's not right, Skylar. We agreed on $150, and he just pocketed fifty bucks like it was nothing." My fingers drummed anxiously on my thigh. "The show barely even stopped for a minute."
Skylar placed a hand on my arm, her voice soothing. "I know, but we can't afford to piss off the only club owner in town who actually books punk bands. Tony might be a sleazeball, but he's the one who can give us more gigs."
I opened my mouth to argue further, but Billie caught my eye in the rearview mirror. She must have sensed the tension radiating off me, because a knowing grin spread across her face.
"You know, Summer," she said, her raspy voice low, "if you really wanna go back and give Tony a piece of your mind, I've got your back."
I felt a surge of determination. Billie was right - I couldn't just let Tony screw us over like that. This was our money, our hard-earned gig. We deserved every penny.
Without another word, I pushed open the van's creaky door and stepped out into the alley. The neon sign of the Gold Monkey cast an eerie glow over the small crowd milling about outside, their faces obscured in shadow.
I took a deep breath, steeling myself, then marched back towards the club's entrance. The door was propped open, the distant sounds of music and laughter filtering out. I paused for a moment, then squared my shoulders and stepped inside.
The main room was empty, save for a few stragglers nursing beers at the bar. I hurried towards the back, where Tony's office door stood ajar. Gritting my teeth, I raised my fist and pounded on the weathered wood.
"Tony! Open up, you slimy bastard!"
There was a shuffling sound, then silence. I waited, my heart pounding in my ears. Finally, I heard a familiar voice, one that sent a chill down my spine.
"Summer...you shouldn't be here."
I whirled around, my breath catching in my throat. There, standing before me, was the ghostly figure of my father, Frank. His salt-and-pepper hair and crow's feet were more pronounced in his spectral form, his presence both comforting and unsettling.
"Dad?" I whispered, my voice shaking. "What are you doing here now? I thought-"
He cut me off, his expression grave. "You need to leave, sweetheart. Something's wrong."
I stared at him, confusion and fear swirling within me. "What do you mean? Where's Tony?"
Without a word, Frank turned and gestured towards the office door. Swallowing hard, I stepped forward and pushed it open, my heart pounding.
And there, sprawled on the floor, was Tony Marra - a grotesque knife near his body, a pool of blood slowly spreading across the stained carpet.
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