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      Araminta Moorecliff eyed her Siamese cats, Arun and Sasha, as they paced back and forth in the entryway to the dining room, their tails raised straight in the air. This did not bode well, she thought as she tracked the movements of the sleek creatures with their velvety brown-and-cream-colored fur. As she watched, they turned their intelligent sapphire eyes in her direction, causing a feeling of disruption deep in her gut. Or perhaps that was the little rounds of salami she’d just eaten from the charcuterie board.

      The stiff pacing was the exact thing the cats did when they’d discovered a body. But that couldn’t possibly be the case now; she’d just barely solved the murder that had plagued the Moorecliff annual cat show earlier that very day.

      Now that the show was over and the murder solved, most of the guests and contestants were packing up to leave. Araminta was relaxing in the mansion’s opulent dining room with friends and family, including the newly freed murder suspect, one of her oldest friends, Daphne Burgess.

      Daphne had been falsely accused of murdering another of the contestants, Nina Bellaforte. Luckily, Araminta had cleverly deduced the identity of the real killer, and Daphne had been released and was currently assuring everyone at the table that she’d had complete faith in Araminta all along.

      “I knew Araminta would figure out who really killed Nina, but I never dreamed I might be awarded the grand prize for a contest in which I wasn’t even permitted to compete!” Daphne sighed with contentedness as she popped a grape into her mouth.

      Since Daphne had been arrested at the beginning of the competition, she’d been unable to compete. The cash prize had been won by Bjorn, the cat of Stephen Roy, whom Araminta now knew was the new leader of the local crime ring. Apparently, even some crime ring leaders had a good heart, because he’d given up the prize money to Daphne, stating that he already had plenty of money and winning was enough for him.

      “That was very nice of him,” Daisy, Araminta’s niece-in-law, said. It was so like Daisy to think of a crime boss as “nice.” She saw the best in everyone, and her generous nature wasn’t the only thing Araminta liked about her. When Araminta’s nephew, Archie, had died, Daisy had taken over the head-of-household duties at Moorecliff Manor. Some might have doubted if Daisy was up to the task, but not Araminta. She knew the vivacious blonde was more than just a pretty face.

      “It was, but not so sure it warranted you inviting him to stay here,” Stephanie, Araminta’s grandniece, said. “I mean, he is a criminal, and Ivan is a detective. Might not be good for his career to be seen cavorting with Mr. Roy.”

      “Daisy was just being polite. I’m sure they won’t be here long.” Araminta was surprised Stephanie had taken her attention from Detective Ivan Hershey long enough to be aware of the conversation. The two of them had been making moon eyes at each other for months now, and while they thought they were being discreet, it was no secret to everyone else.

      But Stephanie had a point. Araminta didn’t love the idea of Stephen and his fiancée, Vivianne Underwood, staying at the manor either. At least they hadn’t joined in their little snack tonight. Her eyes slid to the door, expecting Stephen and Vivianne to appear at any moment. They didn’t… but the cats were still there.

      “It seemed the least I could do,” Daisy said cheerfully. “He was the winner, and the cat show did raise a lot for charity.”

      “Despite the murder,” Ivan admitted. “Thanks again for your help, Araminta.”

      Araminta’s cheeks heated. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without your grandfather.”

      “Yes, where is Jacob?” Daphne frowned at the empty chair Jacob Hershey had occupied earlier in the evening.

      The occupants of the table had dwindled over the past hour, and Jacob wasn’t the only one missing. Bartholomew Belamie, or Bertie, as Araminta called him, had also been enjoying an evening of camaraderie with the group as another longtime friend of Araminta and Jacob. Each man had left the table within five minutes of the other, to be precise, which was odd to Araminta, especially after the way Jacob had been behaving over the past few days whenever Bertie was around.

      Bertie’s young assistant, Stella, had been at the table too, but she’d left shortly after Bertie and Jacob. Apparently, she knew one of the reporters who had attended the show, and she wanted to see him out.

      A commotion in the hallway interrupted Araminta’s thoughts.

      They all glanced toward the door, and Daisy rose from her seat. “I’ll go see what that is and make sure the rest of the stragglers find their way out.”

      Araminta’s eyes were drawn to the cats again. When everyone had been at the table, the cats, along with Jacob’s cat, Codger, had been resting in front of the fire. Now Codger was missing, and Arun and Sasha were doing their disturbing dance.

      Her suspicions tweaked, Araminta waved to Moorecliff Manor’s butler, Harold, and whispered for him to seek out Jacob—discreetly, of course—to make sure nothing untoward was going on between the two men. While Bertie had been his usual fun-loving self during the past few days, Jacob was more gruff than usual whenever he was near, and he’d become more so every time he saw Bertie and Araminta together. She was worried there might be some secret feud going on between the two of them, but she could not begin to fathom what that might be. They were friends.

      While she waited for Harold to return, she chatted with Ivan and Stephanie. Were the two of them holding hands under the table? It was hard for Araminta to tell.

      Araminta glanced at her watch. At least a quarter hour had passed since she’d sent Harold to check on Jacob, and she was starting to get antsy. She didn’t like the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Just as Ivan was in the middle of recanting an old case—Stephanie appeared enthralled; Araminta thought it quite boring—Harold appeared, wearing a sober expression. He made his way to her side.

      As soon as he neared her, he stopped, cleared his throat, and shuffled his feet until Araminta waved him closer. “Harold, is everything all right?”

      Harold clasped his hands together and slowly turned his head from side to side. “There’s been a bit of mayhem in the mudroom, Ms. Moorecliff. I’m afraid you will have to come see for yourself.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is Araminta getting slower at noticing our hints, or is it my imagination?” Arun asked as they looked down the hall. Araminta hadn’t been the only one to follow Harold, and they were now watching everyone who had been at the table hurry toward the mudroom.

      “She doesn’t seem to be catching on any quicker, but seeing as she just solved a murder, maybe we could cut her some slack,” Sasha said.

      “At least they’re heading in the right direction.” Arun turned his attention to the dining table. “And since they are all gone, maybe we could help ourselves to some of that delicious cheese.”

      Arun started toward the table, but Sasha interrupted him. “Wait! Trinity is cleaning up. She’ll shoo us off the table before we can even get a bite.”

      Arun rolled his eyes. “Seriously? I bet we can jump up, run past, grab a morsel of cheddar, and be off the table before she even notices.”

      Sasha seemed reluctant. “I really don’t want to be shoved off. Sometimes she isn’t very gentle.”

      “Why? We are agile and fleet of foot. I’ve seen you jump onto the top of the refrigerator in one leap.” Arun licked his lips, disappointment settling in as Trinity covered the tray of cheese with a sterling silver dome. Perhaps she’d leave the salami uncovered.

      He glanced back at Sasha, who was still sitting in the doorway, now washing behind her left ear. “Is something amiss?”

      “No. I just injured my paw a little. I don’t want to make it worse by getting pushed off the table.”

      Arun had never known Sasha to back down from a challenge, but they were getting older, and injuries were bound to occur. Hopefully, nothing serious was wrong. And anyway, she was looking a little heavy. Maybe it was better if she kept the snacking to a minimum, though he would never mention it to her. He’d made the mistake of mentioning her weight once before, and the comment had been met with an onslaught of hissing and clawing.

      He decided to change the subject. “Hopefully, Codger is paying attention and can fill us in thoroughly. Perhaps we had better hurry to the scene of the crime.”

      “I’m sure Codger is watching everything and doesn’t need us telling him what to do.” Sasha seemed a bit put out on Codger’s behalf. “And besides, Araminta is there and Ivan and Steph. Did you see Steph and Ivan holding hands under the table?”

      “At least that’s all they were doing,” Arun joked.

      Sasha sighed. “I’ve seen them taking lazy walks in the garden and kissing under the tree.”

      “Yech!” Arun turned away from the food on the table, his appetite ruined.

      Sasha cleared her throat. “Yes, well, I think Ms. Steph is expecting a certain proposal.”

      “No! Surely they have not been together long enough for that?” Arun preferred long romances and not mushy ones either.

      “When you know someone is right, you just know,” Sasha said.

      “I will never understand humans.”

      Arun glanced at Sasha. Cats did not have the same romantic fantasies—at least he didn’t, though he was fond of Sasha, and they’d been together almost their whole lives. He couldn’t imagine being with any other cat. In fact, he had to admit he was a little put out that Codger had nosed in on their partnership.

      “We should go to the mudroom. I can understand why Araminta wouldn’t catch on to our usual signal,” Sasha said. “It’s hard to believe another body could be at the manor so soon.”

      “Indeed, she will believe that soon enough.”

      “Unfortunately, this time the body is someone much closer to home.”
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      Perhaps sensing this might be a police matter, Ivan had rushed ahead with Harold. Araminta had never seen Harold move so fast. The sinking feeling in her stomach became a twisty knot as they approached the mudroom, and Ivan rushed back out, holding up a hand to stop Stephanie from entering. “I think it’s best you don’t go in there, honey.”

      Honey? Araminta was curious about the public use of endearment but even more curious about what was in the room that he didn’t want her to see. By the expression on Ivan’s face, Araminta’s worst fears had come true.

      “Why not?” Stephanie craned to look over his shoulder into the room.

      “Perhaps you could escort Daphne back to the dining room,” Araminta suggested to her grandniece while shooting a look at Daphne.

      Daphne caught on right away. “Oh dear me, has something horrible happened in there?” She flung the back of her hand up to her forehead. “My delicate senses…”

      Araminta thought Daphne might be laying it on a bit thick, but her act did the trick. Stephanie swiveled her attention from the mudroom and took Daphne’s elbow. “Let’s just go back to the dining room.”

      “Thank you, dear.” Daphne winked at Araminta behind Stephanie’s back as the girl led her away. “I think a nice stiff whiskey might be in order.”

      Once Stephanie and Daphne were gone, Araminta steeled herself and entered the room.

      There had been a struggle. The
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