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Story 1: The Corpse in the Cat Tower

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: A Purring Place
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Millicent “Millie” Devane liked her martinis dirty, her books smutty, and her neighbours distant. She'd cultivated a life of carefully curated solitude within the walls of her apartment at the Clementine Arms. For ten years, the imposing brick building, a veritable fortress of old-world charm nestled between a gourmet cheese shop peddling pungent delicacies and a boutique funeral home promising tasteful departures, had been her sanctuary. Located in Chicago’s historic Greystone district, the Clementine Arms offered a unique blend of urban convenience and hushed elegance. The only reason Millie, a staunch individualist, tolerated communal living was the ironclad covenant of the Homeowners Association: absolutely no dogs. The sound of barking and the messy realities of canine ownership were anathema to her meticulously ordered existence.

And then there was Nero.

He was a sleek, sable Burmese with eyes the colour of melted gold and a silent, sinuous glide that unnerved guests and delighted Millie. He moved with an aristocratic grace, a feline phantom that seemed to judge the world with quiet disdain. At fourteen pounds of pure, unadulterated catitude, Nero was more than just a pet; he was her companion, her confidant, the silent listener to her muttered musings and the comfortable weight on her lap on long, lonely evenings.

On Thursday morning, the city outside was a symphony of muted sounds – the rumble of buses, the distant wail of a siren, the clatter of delivery trucks. Inside, the Clementine Arms was hushed, still waking. Millie, already perched on her favourite velvet wingback chair, sipped her strong, black espresso from a delicate china cup and watched Nero navigate the massive, multi-level cat tower that dominated the shared atrium. The tower, a monument to compromise and feline appeasement, was a direct result of the HOA’s (and Millie’s) generous contribution. A five-story, sun-drenched structure complete with ramps carpeted in plush velvet, cozy beds stuffed with down feathers, and numerous woven hidey holes for strategic ambushes and clandestine naps. It was a blatant bribe to keep cat owners civil, a statement piece showcasing the building's progressive commitment to pet-friendly (but dog-free) living, a veritable feline kingdom erected in the heart of their collective space.

That morning, however, something was different. Nero, usually an enthusiastic climber, stopped mid-ascent.

He crouched on Level 3, his usually relaxed posture tense, his ears flattened against his skull, his sable tail twitching with a barely perceptible agitation. His luminous yellow eyes, usually half-lidded with boredom or disdain, were now wide and focused, locked onto something just out of Millie’s sightline. His sleek head was tilted, every fibre of his being radiating an unsettling alertness.

Millie, intrigued by the unusual display, abandoned her espresso. She followed his gaze, her eyes scanning the intricate landscape of the cat tower, trying to decipher the source of Nero's rapt attention. She leaned forward, the morning sunlight glinting off her silver hair, a premonition – a cold, unwelcome prickle – creeping up her spine.

And then she saw it. A foot. A human foot. Pale, lifeless, and undeniably still, sticking out from behind the sisal-wrapped post on Level 4 – the level just above Nero, the level usually reserved for afternoon siestas and strategic birdwatching. A foot that most certainly did not belong there. A foot that promised to shatter the carefully constructed peace of the Clementine Arms, and Millie's meticulously curated solitude, forever.
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Chapter 2: Dead in the Daylight
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The wail of sirens sliced through the morning quiet, growing louder until two police cruisers screeched to a halt outside the apartment building. Millie wasn’t surprised by the speed. She had a way of getting straight to the point, even in moments of crisis. Her call to 911 had been a masterpiece of understatement:

“There’s a dead woman in the cat tower. And Nero’s offended.”

The officer who’d taken the call probably hadn't known quite what to make of it. But here they were.

The “dead woman” turned out to be Claudia Bixby, resident of Unit 4C and self-appointed queen of complaints. Millie had considered Claudia an enemy, albeit a rather pathetic one. Last month, Claudia had practically launched a formal investigation into Millie's “environmental terrorism” – the unforgivable sin of using fabric softener sheets in the communal laundry room. Claudia’s screeching had echoed for days.

And then there was the ill-fated dog petition. Claudia, despite living in a perpetually cat-friendly (and aggressively cat-smelling) building, had dared to petition the HOA to allow “certain small dog breeds” into the premises, sweetly citing “emotional need.” It was a transparent attempt to get around the rules, and everyone knew it.

Her proposal was, unsurprisingly, denied. The building bylaws were practically written in catnip. The next day, some unknown benefactor – a person Millie secretly admired – had glued a milk bone to Claudia’s mailbox. The image of Claudia discovering it had brought Millie a rare and genuine moment of delight.

Now, Claudia lay dead. Not screaming about phosphates or demanding canine companionship, but utterly, irrevocably silent. She was slumped awkwardly inside the multi-tiered cat tower Millie had foolishly left in the hallway while reorganizing her apartment. Her yoga pants were twisted askew, revealing a glimpse of pale skin. A disturbing purple bruise blossomed just beneath her jawline.

The coroner, a weary-looking man with perpetually tired eyes, carefully leaned over the body, his face inches from Claudia's pale complexion. He took a deep, deliberate sniff. “No blood. No obvious wounds.”

Detective Harding, a sharp-featured woman with a no-nonsense demeanour, adjusted her glasses. “Strangled, you think?”

The coroner straightened up, his expression grim. “Possibly. But I’ll need the lab to confirm cause of death. Could be any number of things.”

As the detective and coroner conferred, and uniformed officers began their methodical sweep of the hallway, Nero, Millie’s ginger tabby, crept closer to the scene. He usually avoided the hallway with its chaotic smells of cleaning fluid and other people's lives, but now he seemed drawn to the drama. He circled Claudia’s limp form, then, with a delicate flick of his paw, tapped lightly at something lying near her hand: Claudia’s dropped cell phone.

Millie watched him, a flicker of unease stirring within her. Nero was an opinionated cat, intensely loyal and highly discerning. His interests were limited to food, naps, sunbeams, and the occasional feathered toy. Anything that didn’t involve fish held absolutely no appeal to him. So why was he suddenly so fascinated with Claudia Bixby’s discarded cell phone? It was an oddity that didn't sit right, a silent question mark hanging in the air.
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Chapter 3: Claws and Clues
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Detective Harris, a woman who looked perpetually weary, despite the seemingly endless supply of fresh coffee she consumed, questioned the residents of the art-deco apartment building. Most offered polite condolences and little else, their words carefully chosen to avoid any implication, any hint of suspicion. Claudia, it seemed, had been a figure of vague annoyance, a background hum of overly cheerful pronouncements and passive-aggressive reminders about noise levels and recycling etiquette. Except for Bart in 3B. He’d answered the door with tiny shears in his hand, the air thick with the scent of pine and damp earth. When Harris had asked about Claudia, Bart had merely muttered something about “karma” under his breath, his eyes darting to his meticulously crafted bonsai trees. Then, with unnerving precision, he’d resumed trimming, each snip a tiny, deliberate act of violence against the miniature landscape.

Back in her own unit, Millie felt the knot of unease tightening in her stomach. She poured herself a generous splash of gin, the clear liquid reflecting the harsh fluorescent light. Nero, her ginger tabby, wound himself around her ankles, demanding attention in the way only cats can. She offered him a cube of tuna, a peace offering, but he merely batted it under the couch with a disdainful flick of his paw.

“Rude,” she said to the cat, more to break the silence than out of genuine offense. “You’re clearly disturbed by something else, something more profound than my inadequate offerings.” Nero, of course, offered no explanation, merely settling down to groom his already immaculate fur.

Millie turned her attention to her laptop, where Claudia’s obituary was already uploaded to the local paper’s website. It painted a flattering, yet strangely hollow, portrait. She squinted at the highlighted section detailing Claudia's profession. It had been updated from the fluffy, vaguely defined “Life Coach” to the more assertive and strangely ominous “Accountability Consultant.” What did that even mean? The change felt deliberate, a subtle shift in the narrative, and Millie found herself increasingly unsettled.

Driven by a growing sense of disquiet, Millie opened Claudia’s public social media profile. A carefully curated collection of inspirational quotes, sun-drenched selfies, and pictures of the building's art-deco details greeted her. Photos of Claudia posing in the atrium, lounging by the miniature indoor fountain, even awkwardly holding a potted fern near the mailboxes... but something was missing. Something significant.

No photos of the cat tower. Not once. Not a single image of the elaborate, multi-tiered structure that had become the heart of the apartment building's social scene. Not even a fleeting glimpse of the vibrant new mural that had been painted behind it just two weeks ago, a whimsical depiction of cats frolicking in a cityscape.

Everyone in the building, from the elderly Mrs. Gable in 1A to the brooding artist in 4C, had posted at least one picture of their cat perched atop the tower, proudly surveying their domain. It was practically a rite of passage, a mandatory contribution to the building's collective online persona. Everyone, that is, except Claudia.

It was as if she actively avoided it. Almost as if she never went near it.

So why was she slumped against it this morning, lifeless and still? What had drawn her to the cat tower, a place she seemingly shunned, at the very moment of her demise? The gin burned in Millie’s throat, the answer eluding her like a phantom scent. The tuna remained untouched under the couch, a silent testament to the unease that had taken root in her gut.
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