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			“If you like cats, dogs, and entertaining mysteries, you’re going to love Furbidden Fatality.”

			—Donna Andrews, New York Times bestselling author of The Falcon Always Wings Twice and The Gift of the Magpie

			“Furbidden Fatality has everything a cozy mystery reader is looking for—a clever heroine, a puzzling mystery, and a collection of adorable animals. Deborah Blake writes with passion and charm. She’s a new mystery writer to watch.”

			—Dorothy St. James, author of The Broken Spine

			“Furbidden Fatality has all the cute cat and dog cameos you’d want in a fun pet cozy. Animal sanctuary owner Kari Stuart teams up with a knowing kitty and several pet-loving friends to collar the culprit in this fast read.”

			—Jennifer J. Chow, author of Mimi Lee Reads Between the Lines

			“Blake does a great job of building up the who-done-it suspense. . . . If you’re in the market for a delightful mystery with endearing characters and adorable animals, Furbidden Fatality is a must-read.”

			—Fresh Fiction
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			To everyone who ever rescued an animal—cat, dog, or other. Y’all rock. And to my own beloved kitties, who rescued me at least as much as I rescued them.
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			One

			Quick, hide me!” Suz said as she ran into the large white tent.

			Kari Stuart looked up from where she was positioning a freestanding wall featuring pictures of animals currently up for adoption at the Serenity Sanctuary, almost dropping the display on her foot. Kari wasn’t sure what amazed her more—that her best friend, who was six feet tall with spiky lavender hair, thought she could actually hide behind five-foot-six brown-haired Kari, or that there was something Suz would feel the need to hide from at all. They’d been friends since grade school, and as far as Kari knew, Suz wasn’t afraid of anything.

			“Is there a demon chasing you?” Kari asked, shifting one side of the hinged board so the whole thing was more stable. They were on the parklike grounds of the two-year state college in Perryville, not far from their hometown of Lakeview, for the annual Tri-County Kennel Club Show. Suz was a member of the local kennel club, one of three clubs putting on the event, and she’d been roped into taking on the coordinator role when someone else backed out at the last minute. In turn, she’d persuaded (okay, bribed) Kari into helping by giving her the chance to have a fundraising and awareness-raising booth for the shelter.

			“Worse,” Suz said as she ducked behind one of the two long folding tables covered with white cloths. “You haven’t seen me. You don’t know where I am.” A pile of adoption application forms on top of the table quivered, threatening to topple over into the volunteer sign-up sheet next to them.

			The setup was fairly simple, in part because it had been thrown together quickly, and in part because AKC rules said that no unregistered dogs could be allowed onto the show grounds. That meant Kari had only been able to bring photos of the dogs they currently had up for adoption, along with two metal cages—now perched atop the table not lined with application and information sheets—holding four adorable kittens each.

			A third cage held a half-grown black kitten named Queenie, who was definitely not up for adoption, since she belonged to Kari. Or vice versa. It was often hard to tell. Queenie had insisted on coming along, so she was currently lounging on a cat bed, supervising Kari as she arranged the rest of the displays.

			“Miss Stuart,” a piercing voice said as a statuesque and well-preserved woman in her mid-sixties strode into the tent as if she owned it. “I am looking for Suzanne. Have you seen her?”

			“Apparently not,” Kari said, suddenly understanding why her friend was hiding behind a table. “Is there anything I can help you with, Mrs. Weiner?”

			Olivia Weiner was well-known in Lakeview, and probably admired and dreaded in about equal measure. Not only was she the president of the garden club, the literary book club, and the kennel club, but her husband, Jack Weiner, had a used-car “empire” that stretched over a half a dozen counties.

			Olivia, with her professionally cut and dyed blond hair, piercing hazel eyes, and perfect figure, maintained with rigorous dieting and the religious use of a personal trainer, appeared in all of his ads along with her purebred dogs. She was wearing a floral skirt and jacket suit that had designer written all over it, a sharp contrast to Kari’s jeans and tee shirt. No doubt Olivia achieved many good things with all the committees she worked on, but Kari had always found her a little intimidating.

			“For goodness’ sake,” Olivia said, looking around the tent with disapproval radiating from her rigid posture. “I can’t imagine why the show committee agreed to allow this. As you may know, I voted against it.” She frowned at the donation jar on the end of one table and at the pictures of three grinning pit bulls, an elderly beagle with lopsided ears, and some sort of poodle-schnauzer-wandering-hound mix. “Why, most of those dogs aren’t even purebred. Plus that jar is just undignified.”

			“And what on earth are those things?” She pointed at the cages as if offended by the existence of their non-canine occupants. An orange ball of fur opened its tiny mouth and let out a yawn, clearly unimpressed with this loud human.

			Kari choked back a laugh and said with a straight face, “Those are kittens. They’re kind of like dogs, only smaller. Most people find them quite adorable.”

			Olivia snorted. “At an AKC dog show? It hardly seems suitable.” She turned around and, behind her back, Queenie hissed. Kari made a shushing motion. The kitten ignored her, as usual.

			The older woman shook her head and sighed. “Well, it’s done now. What isn’t done, unfortunately, are half the tasks your friend Suzanne was supposed to have taken care of before we open the gates in thirty minutes.” Olivia waved a clipboard through the air, as if to prove her point. “The show judges will be arriving any minute now, and there are no water bottles in their tent. What kind of an impression is that going to make, I ask you? We have been hosting this show for over thirty years, and we are renowned for our hospitality.”

			“I’m sure Suz is doing her best, Mrs. Weiner,” Kari said. “After all, she just got handed all this extra responsibility two days ago.”

			“Well, I don’t have time to look for her,” Olivia said, straightening her jacket. “I am being interviewed by the local paper, then recording a video for one of my husband’s commercials, and I need to walk around and make sure everything looks just right. If you see her, tell her that all the remaining items on this checklist need to be completed immediately.” She shoved the clipboard in Kari’s direction. “And remind her that I will be at her tent to get Snowball’s final grooming in exactly one hour.” She took one last look at her expensive watch and stalked out.

			As soon as she was gone, Suz straightened up from behind the tablecloth, rubbing grass stains off the knees of her jeans and tugging down the bottom of her red Lakeview Kennel Club tee shirt. “Sorry,” she said with a wry smile. “But I was afraid that if I had to talk to Olivia one more time this morning, I was going to end up killing the woman. She has been driving me around the bend.”

			A chuckle from the entrance to the tent made them both jump guiltily. A tiny silver-haired woman with faded blue eyes and wearing a fuchsia track suit poked her head inside. “I don’t blame you,” she said. “I’m from the Saratoga Kennel Club group, and we had a few problems with her last year.”

			“Miriam Rosebaum, right?” Suz said, coming around the table to shake hands with the spry octogenarian. She towered over the elderly woman. “I’m Suz Holden, and this is my friend Kari Stuart.”

			Miriam came farther into the tent and gazed around. “Oh! Kari Stuart. You’re the woman who won the lottery and bought that run-down shelter.”

			“I am,” Kari said. “Guilty as charged.”

			Earlier that year, she’d stopped at the convenience store on her way home from her job as a waitress at the local diner to pick up cat litter and bought a lottery ticket on a whim. That ticket had turned out to be worth about three million dollars after taxes. Because she’d made so many bad decisions earlier in her life, Kari had been cautiously pondering the best way to spend her unexpected windfall.

			Then she’d found a small black stray kitten and discovered that none of the shelters in the area had any room for the little waif. In fact, they were all completely full, except a bankrupt animal sanctuary that was on the verge of shutting down. Kari had bought it from its beleaguered and overwhelmed former owner, only to get caught up in the murder of the then–dog warden, who had his own plans for the property. By the time it was all resolved, Kari had a rebuilt and reopened sanctuary . . . and a black kitten named Queenie, who seemed to have an uncanny nose for clues and a habit of sticking that nose where it didn’t belong. Thankfully, that was all behind them now.

			“You should visit the Serenity Sanctuary while you’re in town,” Suz said. “You won’t believe what Kari has done with it.”

			Kari rolled her eyes. “She’s just saying that to butter me up because I agreed to help her with the show at the last minute. Apparently the woman who is usually in charge got sick.”

			Miriam let out a cackle. “Sick of Olivia Weiner’s micromanaging and constant criticism, more likely,” she said. She gave Suz a pitying look. “Let me guess—you’re new to the kennel club circuit.”

			“Just joined the year before last,” Suz admitted with a wry smile. “I really love it, even though my dogs mostly aren’t show quality. I’ve got a pug who thinks he’s a Rottweiler, but other than that I have two mixed breeds of indeterminate origin, one of whom I’ve gotten registered under the AKC Canine Partners program so he can take part in the agility competition.”

			“What about you?” Miriam asked Kari. “Are you a member of the kennel club?”

			Kari shook her head. “I’m just here to help out Suz and try to raise some awareness about the pets that need good homes.” She gestured at the tables. “As you can see, I’m still setting up, but then I have some volunteers coming to man the booth so I can run around with Suz. I can’t believe how much work goes into putting on a three-day show like this.”

			“We get people attending from all over the country,” Suz said proudly. “There are over six hundred dogs competing each day. It’s kind of amazing.”

			“Well, the show itself has been held for over fifty years,” Miriam said. “Although it hasn’t always been the same three kennel clubs taking part. I’ve been coming with the Saratoga group for longer than I care to count.” She patted her silver hair. “I used to show bichon frises, but I switched to dachshunds a few years ago. I had a bad experience and decided to go with a simpler breed.”

			“Olivia has a bichon frise this year,” Suz said. “She’s convinced he is championship quality, and I have to admit, he’s won every show they’ve taken part in so far. She had a bulldog before that, but apparently her husband, the Used-Car King, complained that the dog was too ugly to use in his commercials and made her get something cuter.”

			A shadow flashed over Miriam’s eyes, so fast that Kari almost missed it. “Bichons are adorable,” the older woman admitted. “All that soft white fur and those black button eyes. Hypoallergenic, too, so they’re a good choice for people who can’t tolerate most other dogs. But they have their issues, like most purebreds.” She sighed, and Queenie suddenly appeared and rubbed up against Miriam’s ankles. The kitten had a bad habit of opening the cage when no one was looking—Kari still hadn’t figured out how she did it.

			“What a sweetie,” Miriam said. “Is she yours?” She leaned down and picked up the kitten, who immediately settled into her arms and started purring.

			“She is,” Kari said. “She insisted on coming with me today, and I’ve found it is easier to go along than to argue, most of the time.”

			“Just like Olivia Weiner,” Suz said through only slightly gritted teeth. She glanced at her watch and picked up the clipboard. “I’d better go take care of the rest of this stuff before she comes back looking for me again.” She explained to Miriam, “Her husband’s auto business is one of the major sponsors of the event, and I guess that makes her think the show belongs to her.”

			Miriam tittered, handing the black kitten back to Kari and then patting Suz on the arm. “Oh, no, dear, that’s just the way she is. Has been for as long as I’ve known her. She has to be the best and have the best. It must have been difficult for her all these years to only end up with dogs that consistently came in second and third.”

			“Did that have something to do with the problems you had with her last year?” Kari asked. She found the dynamics around the dog show fascinating, and surprisingly intense. Some people who took part probably did it for fun, but a lot of them seemed to take the competitions very seriously indeed. “Was she a sore loser?”

			“You could say that,” Miriam said, cocking her head to the side so that she resembled a tiny fuchsia bird.

			Suz raised a lavender-tinted eyebrow. “Really? What happened?”

			“Olivia actually accused the woman whose dog beat out her bulldog for Best in Show of sleeping with one of the judges to get his vote,” Miriam said.

			Kari gasped, putting a hand over her mouth. “You’re kidding! And was it true?”

			Miriam shrugged, but her blue eyes twinkled. “I’m pretty sure Teri slept with the judge,” she said with a merry laugh. “He was quite the looker. But I doubt it had anything to do with getting his vote. There was a panel of three judges, and Teri certainly didn’t sleep with them all. She just had a better dog. Still, Olivia raised quite the stink, in her own snooty, dignified way. I hope it doesn’t happen again this year.”

			“I doubt it will,” Suz said. “Like I said, that new dog of hers is pretty impressive. That’s one of the reasons she’s dumped all this extra work on me. She’s completely focused on winning with Snowball.”

			“What’s his official name?” Miriam asked. “Maybe I’m familiar with his sire and the kennel he comes from.”

			“Honestly, I don’t remember. Something French, I think,” Suz said. “She just calls him Snowball. The name is in the program somewhere, but if I don’t get that water to the judges’ tent, my name is going to be mud. I really should get going.”

			Just then Sara, one of the volunteers from the shelter, came into the tent. An older woman with a bold turquoise stripe in her gray hair, she was a former ninth-grade English teacher who had stuck with the sanctuary even when it was on its last legs. She was one of Kari’s staunchest supporters and had become a friend over the last few months.

			“Hi, Kari,” Sara said. “I’m here to mind the shop, so to speak.” She looked around at the table on the right with its neatly piled paperwork and large jar for donations, the table on the left with its cages full of kittens, currently wrestling with each other in typical kitten fashion, and the display wall set up in between. “This looks great! People are going to love it.”

			“I hope so,” Kari said. “I’d really like to see a few animals get new homes out of this. And some contributions toward the food and litter fund wouldn’t hurt my feelings either.”

			Getting the shelter back up and running from its previous dilapidated state had made a serious dent in her lottery winnings, and while she could keep the place running for quite a while on that money, it would definitely help if they could bring in extra toward the daily expenses. Daisy, the previous owner, had warned her how much she’d be spending just on food and medical bills, and the woman hadn’t been kidding. Cat litter alone could run to hundreds of dollars a month.

			“Since you’re here, Suz and I need to scoot,” Kari said. She turned her head to look at Queenie, who had abandoned Miriam for Kari’s shoulder, a favorite perch. “I don’t suppose you want to get back into your cage and look adorable for the folks who come in?” People sometimes looked at her funny when she spoke to the kitten as if the little black cat understood every word she said, but in Kari’s experience, it certainly seemed that way.

			Queenie gave a mewp that sounded like no and hopped down into the large tote bag Kari had slung over her shoulder. Since buying the shelter, Kari had given up on smaller purses, and the tote bag had taken their place. At any given moment, it might contain anything from a wrench and a bag of dog treats to a packet of flea meds and a collapsible water bowl. Queenie seemed to think it was the perfect mode of travel and simply arranged herself on top of whatever was in there. Two pointed black ears and a pair of green eyes peered out at the world with eager curiosity.

			“Is it safe to carry that kitten around a dog show?” Miriam asked, watching with amazement. “Won’t she be scared of all the big dogs and the barking?”

			Kari laughed. “Queenie isn’t afraid of anything,” she said. “She spends most of her days at the shelter, and until he left for a new home, her best friend was a pit bull named Buster. I’m more worried about her getting the dogs excited, although usually the ones who come to shows are pretty well trained and accustomed to other animals.”

			She tapped the top of the kitten’s head. “If you’re going to insist on tagging along, try to keep a low profile.” The ears disappeared into the bag.

			“Let’s get going,” Suz said, tugging Kari along as new wrinkles appeared between those lavender-tinted brows. “I’ve got an hour’s worth of things to do and about twenty minutes to do them. And if I don’t get a cup of coffee, either I’m going to die or somebody else will.”

			

			*   *   *

			Suz, Kari, and Queenie made their way across the grounds. The college was situated next to the same river that ran from Blue Heron Lake, which the town of Lakeview got its name from, and followed the highway from one town to the next before meandering back into the hills. The college itself was made up of standard boxy brick buildings, practical and a little boring, but the beauty of the grounds more than made up for it.

			Tall trees grouped together to make up shady areas, and rolling green lawns stretched between the buildings and ran down a gentle slope to the river. Even during the summer, when most of the students were gone, the grounds were well maintained, since they were often used for events like this one. Flower beds bloomed with bright red, pink, and yellow blossoms, and wooden benches were placed by neatly raked gravel walks so visitors could sit and enjoy the view. The air smelled fresh and clean, with a faint whiff of fried food coming from the direction of the vendors’ area.

			For the three days of the dog show, most of the available space had been filled with oversized white tents, interspersed with the rings where the actual competitions would take place. Porta Potties were discreetly placed in twos and threes out of the way of most of the action, and a quartet of food trucks was positioned at the end of the parking lot closest to the grassy areas. Beyond them, Kari could see rows of RVs, since many of the participants traveled from show to show, and that was apparently the preferred mode of transportation for the dogs and all their equipment.

			She and Suz dealt with the judges’ tent and a few other small issues and stopped by various vendors’ tents to make sure that everyone had whatever they needed. There were people selling handmade dog coats and collars, grooming tools, specialty treats, and anything else you could imagine buying for your pet. Kari had already succumbed to a new brush for her dog, Fred (named after Fred Rogers because as a puppy, he’d had an unfortunate tendency to destroy sweaters), and was seriously considering putting in a bulk order of cute, whimsical chew toys for the sanctuary.

			They finally swung by a booth where volunteers were selling coffee, tea, soda, and water and got some much-needed caffeine. Kari thought her coffee smelled like heaven in a cup, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to drink it or just stand there and inhale the aroma. Sadly, they had to keep moving, so they headed back toward Suz’s tent, which she had set up so she could do grooming between bouts of running around.

			On the way, they passed Olivia, who was standing in front of a signboard that said Jack Weiner, the Used-Car King. Proud supporter of the Tri-County Kennel Club Show. If you buy a Weiner, you’ll be a winner! She was holding an adorable white bichon while speaking directly to a cameraman. Or trying to, rather, since there was some kind of ruckus coming from the direction of the parking lot that made it impossible for her to be heard clearly.

			A ruddy-faced man with a bristling white mustache and a slight paunch stood nearby, a scowl on his homely face and beefy arms folded over his chest. Going by the picture on the signboard, Kari assumed this was the Used-Car King himself, although he wasn’t currently wearing the oversized crown along with his trademark plaid suit.

			“This will never work,” he said in a loud voice. “We can’t possibly film with all this racket. What the heck is going on, Olivia? I thought you were in charge of this shindig. Can’t you shut those people up?”

			Suz and Kari exchanged worried glances and changed their trajectory to head in the direction of the unhappy couple. Jack Weiner was a major contributor to the show, providing many of the prizes that were given out to winners in the name of the local kennel club. Keeping him happy may not have been on Suz’s official checklist of duties, but it might as well have been.

			“Is there a problem, Mr. Weiner?” Suz asked as they came up. But the growing noise from the direction of the campus entrance made the question fairly superfluous.

			“There you are,” Olivia snapped, as though Suz were somehow late for an appointment. “You have to do something about this. A bunch of hooligans have set up across the street from the parking lot and they’re accosting people as they come in. It’s making a terrible first impression. Not to mention that we’re trying to film one of my husband’s commercials and I can’t even hear myself think. I want you to call the police and have them arrested.”

			“I’m not sure the police are the answer.” Suz ran a hand through her hair so that it stood up on end even more than usual, and Queenie poked her head up to see what was upsetting her friend. Kari gently pushed her back down again.

			“Why don’t you go film over by the river?” Kari suggested. “It’s much quieter and you can see people walking their dogs in the background without having them upstage your own beautiful baby.” She smiled at the bichon, which panted happily at her.

			Jack grimaced but nodded his head and tugged Olivia by the arm, jerking his head at the man holding the camera to indicate that he should follow them. “We’ll move,” he said. “But you’d better deal with that rabble out front.”

			“And don’t forget to meet me at your tent, Suzanne, so you can give Snowball his final grooming,” Olivia said over her shoulder as she was hustled away.

			“Argh,” Suz said. She turned to Kari. “Do you mind coming with me to check out what’s going on?”

			“Not at all,” Kari said. To be honest, she was kind of curious. Maybe there had been an accident, or two contestants were coming to blows before the show had formally gotten underway?

			The noise grew louder as they approached the entrance to the campus, where today a couple of volunteers were checking in participants, directing visitors to parking spots, and selling the thick program books that listed all the contests and entries for each of the three days of the show. Suz and Kari walked over to one of the volunteers, a woman named Chloe who Kari recognized from when she’d arrived earlier.

			“What on earth is going on?” Suz asked. They all turned to stare across the street, Queenie included. Her pointed black ears swiveled in the direction of the mob from which most of the noise was emanating.

			Despite the air of chaos, on closer examination the crowd turned out to be about a dozen people, most of them waving placards and shouting at the cars as they turned to go into the campus. The signs said things like Breeding pedigree dogs is mad science and Animal shows are animal abuse. There was even one that read For every purebred dog you buy, a shelter animal dies, with a heartbreaking picture of a sad puppy on it.

			“SHAFFT,” Chloe said, rolling her eyes.

			“Excuse me?” Kari said.

			“SHAFFT,” Chloe repeated. “Save Helpless Animal Friends From Tyranny. It’s an animal rights organization, but they’re known for being kind of rabid. I’m sure their hearts are in the right place.”

			“They’re against dog shows?” Kari said. She didn’t think anyone could object to watching adorable and mostly pampered pets show off their beauty and skills. Apparently she was wrong.

			“The SHAFFT motto, the same as the one PETA uses, is ‘Animals are not ours to eat, wear, experiment on, use for entertainment, or abuse in any other way,’ ” Suz explained. “I’m guessing they think what we’re doing falls under entertainment.”

			“It’s abuse, that’s what it is!” a man shouted through a megaphone. Kari started, then realized that he couldn’t have overheard them. Queenie growled quietly, as if in response.

			The man, who appeared to be the leader of the group, was tall and skinny, with thinning light brown hair. Kari thought he might be in his late fifties. The voice coming through the megaphone was surprisingly sonorous and resonant for such an unprepossessing body, and it quivered with righteous anger.

			“Who’s that?” Suz asked, pointing in his direction. Next to him, a thin woman with frizzy red hair waved her sign with such abandon, she almost smacked him over the head with it.

			“Shawn Mahoney,” Chloe said in a disgusted tone. “That’s his wife, Minnie. He’s a custodian at the high school, and my kids say he is always trying to convince the administration to make school lunches vegan. He and his group have harassed local pig farmers, protested at horse auctions, and petitioned to have the yearly children’s fishing derby canceled. But this is the first time they’ve ever shown up here.”

			“Oh, great,” Suz said. “I don’t suppose we can call the police and have them arrested for, I don’t know, disturbing the peace or trespassing or something?” She clutched her head with the hand not holding the clipboard. “They’re sure disturbing mine.”

			Chloe shook her head. She was wearing a Lakeview Kennel Club tee shirt in lime green and had braided a matching ribbon into her long blond hair, which fluttered with the movement. “They know what they’re doing. As long as they stay across the road, they’re not on private property. So while they’re annoying, they’re not actually doing anything illegal. There’s nothing we can do.”

			Suz watched them for another few minutes. “Well, most people seem to be ignoring them. Maybe they’ll get bored and go away.”

			“Maybe,” Chloe said, but she didn’t sound hopeful.

			Just then, a large white SUV with magnetic signs that said Blue Skies Kennel stuck to each side drove up. The sight of it seemed to send Shawn Mahoney into a renewed frenzy.

			“Animal abuser!” he yelled into the megaphone. “Shame on you!”

			“Crap,” Suz said. She approached the car as it came to a halt at the entrance to the campus, followed by Chloe with her clipboard.

			“Hi,” Chloe said, looking down at her paperwork. “You must be Francine Carver, right? I have you down here with the kennel name and address.”

			A slightly plump redhead with green eyes hidden behind large black-framed glasses stuck her head out the window. “Yes, that’s me. I’m here to handle Olivia Weiner’s dog for her. Do you know who she is?”

			Suz and Chloe exchanged sideways looks. “Everyone knows who she is,” Chloe said in a dry tone. “I can direct you to her tent.” She handed over a copy of the program and a sheet of paper with a map of the grounds on it and pointed out where Olivia’s tent was located.

			“What the heck is going on here?” Francine asked, swiveling her head around to look at the protesters. “I’d heard this was a classy show.”

			Suz gave her an apologetic smile. “It is, I promise. But apparently as long as they stay on public property, there’s nothing we can do about these yahoos. Don’t worry, though. They can’t come onto the campus, so once you’re actually inside, you won’t even know they’re there.”

			Mahoney picked this moment to cross the road. Ignoring Suz and Chloe, he shouted at Francine, “We know all about your kind! You run a puppy mill! Produce elitist dogs for rich people, when you should be helping dogs who can’t find homes. Because of people like you!” Spittle formed at the corners of his mouth.

			Francine sputtered, her face turning an alarming shade of red that almost matched her short, wavy hair.

			“Breeding kennels should be outlawed!” he went on. “If it weren’t for you, shelter dogs would be adopted. Instead, they’re euthanized because the shelters are full. Meanwhile your type is getting wealthy enslaving overbred dogs.” His face was turning red too, and he waved the megaphone around in an alarming manner. “Animal lives are as important as human lives! People like you should be killed for the good of all dogs!”

			“That’s enough,” Suz said, stepping in between him and the car and glaring down at him from her considerable height. “Get back across the street or I’m calling the cops. Now.”

			For a moment, Kari thought he was going to argue with the lavender-haired Amazon, but he took another look and wisely thought the better of the idea and retreated to the safer company of his companions.

			“Sorry about that,” Suz said to Francine. “Look, if you can’t find Olivia at her tent, she should be at mine for Snowball’s grooming in about ten minutes. You’ll be able to meet up with her there if you haven’t found her before then.” She pointed to the spot on the map while still keeping a wary eye on the protesters. “I’m really sorry you had such an unpleasant start to your day. I find it’s best to just ignore those kinds of crazy people.”

			“Thanks,” Francine said. “It’s not a big deal.” But her face still showed a tinge of heightened color, and Kari could see her hands shaking slightly where they rested on the steering wheel. She muttered under her breath, so quietly Kari could barely hear her, “Damn it. I knew I should have said no to that woman. I hate dog shows.”

			Kari blinked, startled, and was about to say something when Francine put the car in gear and drove through the entrance, almost running Suz’s foot over in the process.

			“Well, that was fun,” Suz said, turning narrowed eyes on the SHAFFT folks and making Mahoney flinch. “Let’s hope the rest of the day goes a little more smoothly.”

			“I’m sure it will,” Chloe said.

			She was wrong.
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			Two

			Ten minutes later, a frazzled Suz checked the last item off her list and rushed into her own tent, Kari hot on her heels. The kitten peeked her black head over the edge of the tote bag, but hurriedly stuck it back down again at the sound of distressed barking and an angry human voice.

			“Will you sit down!” This shrill command was followed by a high-pitched yelp.

			Kari and Suz screeched to a halt inside the white fabric walls, stunned by the sight of Francine standing next to a trembling white bichon, her hand held high. The dog was perched on Suz’s grooming table, the leash pulled tight, and the duo had clearly been waiting for Suz to arrive.

			Suz cleared her throat. “What do you think you are doing?” she asked. “Were you about to strike that dog? Because I will report you to the stewards.”

			“I have been training and raising dogs professionally for years,” Francine said, lowering her hand to pat the bichon on the head. “I would never do that.”

			Kari shook her head. “It certainly looked like it to me. And we heard the dog cry out in pain.”

			Francine curled her lip. “Don’t be ridiculous. Snowball is just a little high-strung. These kinds of animals make all kinds of noises to get attention.” She patted the dog again, although Kari couldn’t detect anything that looked like affection in the gesture.

			“Sure,” Suz said. “Whatever. But I won’t hesitate to inform Olivia if I see anything I think is inappropriate. We take these kinds of things very seriously around here.”

			Francine smiled, but there was a glint of menace in her green eyes that didn’t quite match the meek personality she had projected earlier. “I take things seriously too,” she said in a quiet voice. “If I were you, I’d keep my nose out of other people’s business.”

			Then she shrugged, as if dismissing the entire incident. “Now, are we going to get this handsome boy looking his best for his big weekend?” She leaned over the dog. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, sweetie?”

			Suz and Kari exchanged glances. The woman changed moods faster than an agility dog jumped through hoops. Even Queenie muttered a feline comment from the depths of Kari’s bag before hopping out to sit on top of a supply cabinet so she could supervise.

			“If you’re all set here, I’d better go check on the sanctuary tent,” Kari said. “Queenie, come on.”

			The kitten didn’t budge. Instead, she settled down with her head on her front paws, watching the grooming table with interest.

			Suz laughed. “Apparently she doesn’t trust me to work without her. Why don’t you leave her here and come get her when you’re done?”

			“If you’re sure,” Kari said. “I won’t be long.” She turned to the kitten. “Be good.” She’d had a lot of cats in her life, but never one who was quite this determined to get her own way. It was amusing and challenging in about equal measures. But she wouldn’t have traded Queenie for any other kitten in the world.

			

			*   *   *

			The Serenity Sanctuary tent was bustling when she got there. The members of the public who had come to watch the events had started to arrive, and show attendees mixed and mingled with old friends and new. The rescue tent seemed to be drawing a lot of attention, and the donation jar was starting to fill up.

			“How are things going?” Kari asked Sara.

			Sara gave her a big grin, flipping the turquoise streak in her cropped gray hair. She wore a shelter tee shirt in a matching turquoise and a pair of tan Capri pants. Cute white-and-blue sandals completed her ensemble. “I think we’re a success,” she said.

			“We’ve already got two applications for kitten adoptions and one man who is interested in coming to the shelter to meet one of the dogs.” She pointed at a picture on the board of a black-and-white pit bull with a lolling tongue. “On top of that, we have a couple of folks who filled out applications to come to the shelter and volunteer, including one woman who leads a Girl Scout troop who wants to bring her girls to walk the dogs.”

			“That’s great!” Kari said. They were always shorthanded, and having someone to take the dogs out into the fenced runs and walking trails would free up people who were trained to do the other jobs that needed to be done. “Is there a badge for that?”

			“I think it falls under community service,” Sara said. “But if it doesn’t, I’ll happily create a badge to give them myself.”

			Kari chuckled. “I would too, although my sewing skills are less than impressive. It looks like you have everything under control here. If you don’t need me, I’d better get back to Suz. She has her hands full, and like any badge I might sew, I think she is starting to fray around the edges.”

			“Oh dear,” Sara said. “And the show has only just started.”

			“I have a feeling it is going to be a long three days,” Kari said.

			She headed back toward Suz’s tent to pick up Queenie, most of her mind on whether to get a snack from one of the healthier vendors or give in to the heady aromas coming from the truck selling fried dough. She finally decided on the latter, justifying it by telling herself that it was only once a year, and besides, she was doing so much running around, she would burn off the extra calories by the end of the morning.

			Between the visit to the shelter tent, the stop for her snack, and all the people she ran into who wanted to chat with her about the sanctuary, ask about her lottery win, or show off how gorgeous their dogs were (and admittedly, they were all pretty adorable), it was almost an hour before Kari made her way back to Suz’s tent.

			She was nearly there when she was sidetracked by the sound of raised voices. Francine, a newly clipped Snowball in her arms, was standing face-to-face with Miriam. The diminutive but feisty elderly woman was up on her tiptoes, one finger pointing at the little white dog, her voice high and verging on hysteria.

			Francine, on the other hand, was clutching the dog to her chest and trying to move past the octogenarian, clearly trying to disengage herself from the confrontation.

			“Is there a problem here?” Kari asked, walking up to them. People were starting to pay attention, and the last thing they needed was some kind of unpleasant incident to mar the opening day of the show.

			“Not at all,” Francine said, her eyes a little too wide behind her black-rimmed glasses. “This woman has just confused me with someone else.”

			“I have not,” Miriam said, her small, square chin thrust out assertively, like some kind of miniature bulldog-poodle cross. “I know that bark. And I know you too, Lois Keller. You can change your hair and eye color and wear those ridiculous glasses and put on thirty pounds, but after what you put me through, I would know you anywhere.”

			Kari blinked. What the heck was going on here?

			“I’m sorry, Miriam,” she said in a gentle voice. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. This woman is named Francine Carver. She’s the owner of Blue Skies Kennel.”

			Miriam’s thin lips twisted. “That might be what she is calling herself now, but when I first met her, her name was Lois Keller. She was a breeder, all right. She sold me a dog with serious issues. Nearly broke my heart, not to mention my bank account. My dog was a bichon, and he had the same abnormally deep bark this dog has. It caught my attention from way over there.” She pointed at a show ring across the way. “I’ve never heard another dog this size who sounded quite like it.”

			“She’s crazy,” Francine said. “I’ve never met this woman before in my life.”

			“Ladies? What seems to be the issue?” Suz asked, appearing out of the crowd that was starting to gather, drawn in by the raised voices.

			“This is Lois Keller,” Miriam said, her voice quavering with emotion. The finger she was using to point shook with agitation, or possibly fatigue. “She was barred from all AKC events. I’m going to have her kicked out of this show. She should be run out of town! She should be arrested!”

			Suz gave Kari an alarmed look, glancing around at the increasing mass of bystanders, many of them hanging on every word.

			“Miriam, I think you’ve confused Francine with someone else. This isn’t even her dog. It belongs to Olivia Weiner. Francine is just handling the dog for Olivia,” Suz said.

			“I know what I know,” Miriam insisted, crossing her arms over her scrawny chest. “I recognized the sound of that bark, and then when I got closer, I recognized Lois.”

			Francine let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, but I can’t believe you think you can distinguish one dog’s bark from a hundred others in the middle of a dog show. It’s a warm day. Maybe you need to get a cold drink and sit in the shade for a while.”

			“I am not some crazy old woman!” Miriam said. She gave Suz a beseeching look. “I’m telling you, this is Lois Keller, and somehow this dog is related to the dog she sold me years ago. She shouldn’t be allowed here.”

			Kari put her arm around the older woman. “I’m sure we’ll get this sorted out,” she said. “In the meanwhile, you need to get back to your own dog, and Francine needs to get Snowball back to Olivia. Let’s go someplace where there aren’t quite so many people, shall we?”

			Miriam shook off Kari’s arm. “I’ll go,” she said, giving Francine a hard stare. “But this isn’t over.” She stalked off, pushing her way through the crowd of mesmerized onlookers.

			“No, it is not,” Francine said, thinning her lips and glaring at Suz. “I don’t know what kind of circus you are running here, but I don’t expect to be accosted by hysterical old ladies. I promise you, I’m going to have a few choice words with Olivia about your complete lack of control over this show.” Shaking her head in disgust, she clutched Snowball even closer and took off in the opposite direction.

			Without anything left to watch, the remaining people quickly went back to whatever they had been doing before they’d been distracted by the altercation.

			“Wow,” Kari said. “That was . . . unexpected. Miriam seemed so together when I met her earlier.”

			“Some folks get very overwrought at these shows,” Suz admitted. “They’re just fun for me, but for people like Miriam and Olivia, they are as important as the Oscars or the Olympics. Emotions can ride pretty high.”

			“Yeesh,” Kari said. “It kind of makes me glad that Fred is a completely untalented mutt with no aspirations higher than stealing the cats’ toys and burying them in the backyard.”

			Suz patted her on the shoulder. “And bless you for that. I need one sane person around me for the duration.”

			“Well, ‘sane’ might be an overstatement,” an amused voice said from behind them. “But she’s probably less nutty than some of the rest of these folks.”

			Kari spun around, a big smile on her face. “Angus!” she said. “I didn’t know you were going to be here today.”

			Dr. Angus McCoy (and yes, he had heard all the “Dr. McCoy” jokes) was one of the vets who took care of Kari’s pets, and he volunteered his time tending to the animals at the shelter as well. He made it possible for them to provide free spaying and neutering for any dog or cat they adopted out, as well as offering low-cost spaying on a sliding scale to members of the public who couldn’t afford to pay full price for their own animals. He and Kari shared the goal of reducing the numbers of unwanted kittens and puppies, as well as finding homes for the ones who already existed.

			They had also shared a couple of dates over the last two months, but they were both so busy, things hadn’t gotten any further than that. Kari wasn’t sure yet if there was potential for something more serious, but she did know that she found his shaggy red hair, twinkling eyes, and infectious smile attractive enough to try and find out.

			He grinned at her, nodding at Suz, whose animals he also treated. “I’m the vet on duty for the show. The AKC mandates that there be a veterinarian on call for all dog shows, and the local kennel club prefers to have one on-site.” He was wearing his everyday attire of jeans and a blue polo shirt that brought out the color in his eyes, but he also had a lanyard around his neck with a badge that said Official Show Veterinarian.

			“I thought Dr. Grody was going to be here,” Suz said. “I just
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