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Cosmic Cat

the 6th Crazy Cat Lady mystery

by Mollie Hunt

When a superhero cosplayer falls to his death at a comic con, Lynley is left holding the bag— and a cat!

Captain Cat has been murdered at Bridgetown Comic-Con, and philanthropist Esmae Westhouse is arrested for the crime. Now, sixty-something cat shelter volunteer Lynley Cannon steps out of her comfort zone and into her Star Trek uniform to expose the real killer.

A decade-spanning love triangle, a band of vigilante cosplayers, a shady pharmaceutical company, and an ancient black cat named Kitty tie into a puzzling plot that has Lynley running in all directions. Lynley must outwit a ruthless hit man if she is to survive.

Winner of the Cat Writers’ Association Muse Medallion for Mystery.
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Chapter 1
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“Lynley Cannon.”

The woman shuffled through the stacks of papers on her table, then consulted a clipboard. “I don’t see you on the list.”

“I’m with Esmae Westhouse, of Cosmic Cat Creations. She told me I could pick up my vendor’s badge when I came.”

The woman eyed me suspiciously, as if I might be lying. I suppose she had good reason, considering the large number of folks trying to weasel their way into the convention before it was open. Fans, many in costume, would do just about anything to get a sneak peek at the wonders and marvels of Portland’s celebrated Bridgetown Comic-Con.

“I’m still not finding you, dearie. What was that again? Crazy Cat Lady something?” She gave a small snicker, momentarily transforming her face into that of an aging cherub, then she soured. “You don’t look like the Crazy Cat Lady.”

I laughed. “Would you like to see pictures of my cats—‌all eight of them?” It was my attempt at humor, but now she just stared at me, confirming that I’m really not much of a jokester. “It’s Cosmic Cat, not Crazy Cat Lady,” I added sullenly. “We’ll be selling costumes for cats.”

Sometime during the conversation, she had stopped looking through her list and was now sitting back in her chair with her arms crossed over her breasts like plate armor.

“Esmae’s expecting me,” I pressed. “She needs my help to set up the booth.”

“Then I suggest,” the woman articulated, “she come by and straighten this out. Now, if you would please step away so these registered vendors can check in.” Her emphasis on the word registered pointedly reaffirmed that I was not one. 

I resented her tone, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Glancing down the queue, which now extended out the doors of the lobby and into the hot September afternoon, I decided to give it one more try before turning tail like a miscreant.

I bent over the table, adjusted my glasses, and looked the woman in the eye. Though she had to be half my age, she stared back at me with the unwavering gaze of someone who knows they have complete control.

“Please, could you check once more?”

Her stare narrowed to a glare, then she gave a sigh. “Of course, ma’am. Now what did you say your name was?”

“Lynley...” I began for the umpteenth time.

Suddenly a large brown cat landed squarely atop her papers. With a self-satisfied prrumph, the cat flopped down, spreading her gorgeous length across the table with proprietary claim.

The check-in woman started, and then her face broke into an unexpected grin. “Hello, kitty. Where did you come from?”

The cat was scooped away by a tall woman in a voluminous print caftan. “She’s with me.” The woman brushed back a lock of glossy, gray hair, “and so is Lynley. Esmae Westhouse, Cosmic Cat.”

Esmae Westhouse was an enigma of contradictions that, when fused together, culminated in an unmistakably unique personage. At nearly six feet, she towered over those around her, and though slightly overweight, she held it well, like a football player whose pudge hid pure muscle. She wore no makeup, yet her features—‌a long nose and high cheekbones under penetrating, violet-gray eyes—‌gave the impression of regency. But it was her bearing, her attitude, and most of all, her voice that announced her authority. Cultured, decorous, elegant, dignified, and stately were only a few of the words that came to mind.

For a moment, the check-in woman gaped in awe, taking in the full effect of Esmae’s commanding presence, then she hastened through her list with a fresh attitude.

“Yes, certainly, Ms. Westhouse. So glad to have you with us. You probably don’t remember me, Sarah Pointer?” she demurred. “We met at a fundraiser for Save the Children. I’m quite a fan of your charity work.”

“Thank you,” Esmae replied politely. “The badges?”

Sarah flipped through a file box full of bright blue envelopes, found the one she was looking for, and held it out to Esmae. “Here’s yours. But I’m sorry to say there’s no mention of a helper in the records.”

“Then I will mention her now. Lynley Cannon. May I have her badge as well?”

Sarah hesitated, then scribbled on her roster with a red pen. After the slightest vacillation, she went to another box and retrieved a second envelope, this one yellow. 

“It’s generic. She’ll have to fill in her name on the badge.”

“I’m sure she’s quite capable,” Esmae said as she took the envelopes. “Thank you, Sarah.”

“You’re most welcome. And Ms. Westhouse—‌Esmae,” she added, her voice gushing with admiration, “Welcome to Bridgetown.”

Esmae thanked her again, and finally we were off.

“Thank goodness you came along when you did,” I said as we walked. “I don’t think she had any intention of letting me in.”

“I gave your name and information on the initial application,” Esmae replied, weaving through the crowd, her gorgeous Bengal cat Bess riding on her shoulder. “It was her mistake.”

“Try to tell her that,” I commented with some sarcasm.

Esmae gave a sly smile. “I think that’s exactly what I did.”

We squeezed through one of a bank of gray steel doors and into the exhibit hall. I stopped and stared at the maze of squared-off sections that extended for as far as the eye could see. Though people had just begun loading in and setting up, the room was already a chaos of color, texture, and design.

“Wow!” I gasped. “I knew this was big, but I had no idea it was this big!”

Esmae, who had started down the center aisle with the confidence of someone who knew exactly where they were going, turned back to me. “Yes, I admit it can be a little overwhelming at first. Don’t let it get to you. There will be a map in your information packet. I suggest you keep it with you until you are familiarized.”

She held out the yellow envelope. As I took it—‌felt the smooth paper, felt the slight bulge inside that would be the plastic badge—‌a little shock sparked through me, and I gave an involuntary shudder.

“Problem?” asked Esmae.

“N-no,” I answered quickly. “Just a chill.”

“The temperature is anything but chilly,” she commented.

“I know.” I put the envelope in my bag, took a deep breath, and pasted on a smile. “It’s just me.”

Esmae moved away, the incident forgotten. I tried to dismiss it too, citing the anticipation of doing something completely new to me, but I couldn’t quite make it stick. I’d had those insights before—‌a sense of foreboding, a feeling that things were not quite right. Usually they came to nothing, but sometimes...

Sometimes, they were a forewarning of impending tragedy. 

This was to be one of those times.
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Chapter 2
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Instead of being repelled, cats are often drawn to the battle cries of another cat.

*  *  *
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I clipped my vendor’s badge to its lanyard and hung it around my neck, then waited for Esmae to return from walking Bess and tell me what needed to be done to transform the ten-by-ten booth space into an attractive venue for selling her beautiful and unusual cat costumes. Right now the bleak cement floor was stacked with totes, cartons, and display racks, more resembling a Salvation Army drop box than an alluring place to shop.

Gazing around the huge room at all the other booths, I got the impression everyone else was in the same predicament—‌creating order out of chaos in just under six hours. It was fascinating to see what they were schlepping in on dollies and hand trucks aside from comic books and graphic novels. Futuristic artwork, trays of jewelry, stuffed toys, posters, and life-sized standees of popular superheroes were only a few of the articles I saw go by. The little local comic swap that came to life in the seventies had grown into one of the largest sci-fi- and fantasy-related meet-ups in the Pacific Northwest, so it stood to reason I should expect the unexpected.

But that’s just it, I thought as my stomach gave a little lurch—‌I didn’t know what to expect. Granted I had been to my share of sci-fi conventions but always as a participant and never on the vendor’s side of the table. When Esmae asked if I’d like to help her set up and sell her cat costumes, I’d agreed enthusiastically—‌something different, something totally unrelated to my normal life. Now I found myself wishing I were back in that life, the one that, unlike this crowded, bustling, color-saturated fantasy world, made sense to me.

Maybe at sixty-one, I was getting too old to enjoy the hustle and bustle of people half—‌heck, make that a third my age. Maybe my natural introversion was becoming harder to ignore. Maybe the events of the last few months were finally taking their toll—‌a job with a TV show that had ended in murder, and then the death of a dear friend by foul play should be enough to turn anyone into a recluse, but that’s another story.

Though not crazy, as the check-in woman had intimated, I am admittedly a cat lady, not a hawker of goods. I should be home with my cats, I thought. Dirty Harry, my tuxedo boy, was getting old—‌he missed me when I wasn’t around. Mab, the young Siamese, and big, gray Violet were fine on their own, chasing each other and napping on the catio, but Little had been clingy of late. Elizabeth, the newest addition to the clowder, had a condition that made her wobbly on her feet and was still learning to navigate my huge old house. She was settling in, but I liked to keep an eye on her. Tinkerbelle and Emilio, both black longhairs, were quite self-sufficient but felt it was their duty to let me know when I’ve been gone too long. Big Red—‌I smiled, thinking of my sweet, shy boy—‌was a one-person cat; he would doze on the back of the couch until I returned, then beckon me to join him for pets and loves. I always complied.

I sighed, thinking how much nicer it would be to snuggle the big marmalade tabby than sit on this hard, uncomfortable, and slightly rickety chair, waiting for instructions from Esmae. I mentally added vendor at a convention to my list of things I need never do again, gave another sigh, and set my mind to making the best of it. Who knows? I thought optimistically. This might just be pre-show jitters. It might get better once we’re up and running. 

It never crossed my mind that it might get a whole lot worse.

* * *
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I was on my knees hooking up the electricity when I saw feet—‌big feet in very large, black boots. The toes had slight upward points, not enough to be Klingon, but definitely a costume of some kind. Following the all-black outfit up the tall frame, past the flowing cape, the padded shoulders, the broad chest emblazoned with a black-on-black ’CC‘, I was met with a dusky, form-fitted headpiece that included whiskers and small, triangular ears. The eye holes within the molded mask revealed a pair of deep amber eyes.

I sat up. “May I help you?”

“Howdy, neighbor,” a voice rumbled from beneath the sculpted lips. “Captain Cat. Are you on your own here?”

“No, I’m helping a friend.”

He gestured to the next booth over. “That’s us there. Might you have any tape? It seems we have arrived unprepared.”

“Tape? Yes, I think so. Let me look.” As I made to stand, I felt a strong hand helping me to my feet. “Thank you,” I said as I rummaged through the plastic tub Esmae used for tools and equipment—‌Windex, paperclips, stapler, push pins, and yes, tape. “Here you go.” I gave it to the man-cat. “But be sure to bring it back. It isn’t mine.”

“Certainly, fair lady,” he replied with the tiniest hint of a bow. 

I had to smile. I wasn’t familiar with comic book culture, but I knew the basics, and I’d never heard of a Captain Cat—‌I would have remembered. “Hey, excuse me,” I said as the man turned to go. “Who are you? Your character, I mean?”

“Captain Cat?” He paused and stood tall. “The cat is the symbol of courage, tenacity, bravery, and resourcefulness. The cat is cool under pressure and stoic to pain. The cat...”

“Yes, I agree. I’m a cat person myself. But what do you—‌what does Captain Cat do?”

“I am a Planet Defender,” he stated as if I should know what that meant. “I save the world,” he added when it was clear that I didn’t. “Here, come, meet some of my tribe.”

With a flourish of his arm that sent his cape into a dramatic—‌and probably much-practiced—‌swirl, he motioned me toward his booth. “Bugman,” he called to a tall, stick-like person atop a stepladder affixing a banner to the rigging. His green leotard shimmered in the overhead lights. “This is our neighbor...”

“Lynley,” I filled in.

The character turned his face to me, a bulbous head with huge, gold mesh eyes. “Nice to meet you, Lynley,” he said in a young male voice.

“Where’s Gorgon Girl?” the Captain asked the bug.

“Bathroom, I think. Or maybe the snack bar.”

“Ah well,” Captain Cat said to me. “You can meet the third of our party when she returns.”

“Okay, but I’d better be getting back myself.”

“Here...” Bugman scuttled off his ladder. “Would you like to sign up for our raffle? We’re giving away a Superhero Swag Bag at the end of the show.” He shoved a clipboard and pen into my hands and stood back waiting. “Need not be present to win.”

“It’s safe,” Captain Cat encouraged. “We promise, no spam.”

For the sake of conviviality more than any real desire to win a Superhero Swag Bag, whatever that was, I filled in the blanks—‌name and email address. The guys seemed nice enough; what harm could it do? And if they did flood my inbox with ads and propositions, I’d send their address to junk mail purgatory without a second thought.

* * *
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We were nearly through set-up when the fight broke out. Esmae had gone off again, this time leaving Bess, who seemed content to nap in her basket. A rack of intricate little cat costumes with names like Princess Isabella, Sola Contessa, and Condor the King perched at one end of the table; a row of plush kitties dressed up to show off the wares occupied the other end.

I was in the midst of untangling the trim on a tiny, beetle-black samurai armor vest when I began to hear raised voices coming from the booth next door. I took a covert glance at the source and saw the huge, hooded form of Captain Cat having it out with someone hidden from view by a graphic screen. From the shrillness of the second voice, I guessed it to be a woman. Busy with my work, I hadn’t paid any further attention to the neighbors after the tape-scrounging visit and the subsequent return. The Captain had seemed as normal as anyone else, but now as I listened to the rising dispute, I was beginning to think again.

Captain Cat was no longer living up to his gallant designation. He was shouting so loudly that even above the clamor of hall noise, I could make out some of the words.

“...no, you stupid twit! You don’t have a clue, do you?”

“It’s not me,” countered the woman. “It’s you who doesn’t have a clue, you blunderous, idiotic...” 

I gasped, suddenly recognizing that voice. The woman took a step forward and my fears were confirmed.

Esmae? My genteel and courteous Esmae? Certainly she could be assertive and a force to be reckoned with, but I had a hard time reconciling the red face and flying hair, the loud shouts and hurling of insults, with her usual impeccable manners. Granted I knew her only superficially as one of the generous benefactors of Friends of Felines, the cat shelter where I actively volunteered, but I’d judged her personality as someone unlikely to participate in a brawl. I’d been wrong about Captain Cat—‌seemingly I was wrong about Esmae too.

I’d met Esmae Westhouse when I first came to Friends of Felines many years ago. Who could miss her? Statuesque and full-figured, garbed in a floral-print muumuu with a Bengal cat posing on her shoulder. After I took early retirement and tripled my volunteering time, I ran into her more often. We had served on a few committees together, but otherwise it was never much beyond, “Hello, how are you?” I had never gone to tea with her or to an event, never visited with her socially. In fact, her request that I help her with the Bridgetown Comic-Con had come out of the blue, another sign I didn’t know the woman well at all.

A squat, husky figure, costumed in scaly purple leotards, a snake-covered headdress, and the requisite hero-style cape was moving in toward the foray like a cat to a cat fight—‌the absent Gorgon Girl? Bugman, gangly in his green spandex and bug-eyed mask, poised as if ready to spring. Esmae and Captain Cat were doing a face-off, silent and hate-filled. Then with a final snarl, Esmae turned on her heel and left.

Streaming into our space like a runaway train, she hissed, “That’s it, Lynley! We’re switching booths.” She grabbed up Bess, gripping her tightly to her breast, which I noticed was heaving.

“Why, what’s the matter? What’s going on with you and that... man?”

“Never mind. Start packing. I’ll go tell management we need to move.”

“Hey, wait,” I took Esmae by the arm before she had a chance to race off in a huff. “Look, we’re almost done here, and it would be a shame to tear it all down again. Besides, there’s only another hour before the hall closes and we have to be out—‌we’d never make it. What’s wrong? Talk to me.”

“No time. Got to find...”

I sighed, making note that this was fast turning into a nightmare. “Then at least let me keep Bess. I’m sure she’d be happier here than running around in the crowd.”

Esmae slumped. “You’re right,” she groaned, but instead of handing me the spotted cat, she collapsed into a folding chair. “And you’re right about moving spaces as well.”

I took a chair beside her. “Are you okay?”

Esmae looked at me, her eyes red but dry, as if she were holding back the tears by sheer force of will. “I think so. Yes,” she added resolutely, though she seemed disinclined to elaborate.

I studied her as she sat forlornly petting her cat and looking as if she might break down at any moment. I couldn’t imagine Esmae crying, but I couldn’t imagine the Esmae I knew shouting like a sailor either.

I took a deep breath, about to speak, about to ask once again what the dickens was up, but she cut me off.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Uh, okay,” I sputtered like a pierced balloon. “Then how about we call it a day? Things are pretty much ready for opening.” I looked around at the attractive display. “Just a few more bits to set out, and we have time in the morning.”

“That’s a good idea, Lynley. Yes, I’m ready to get out of here.” She cast a black look toward the booth next door. All seemed quiet now. Bugman and Gorgon Girl were organizing piles of literature on a table. There was no sign of Captain Cat.

I got up and began covering our display with a purple cloth. “What time do you want me in the morning?”

Esmae rose and helped tuck in the edges. “The show opens to the public at ten o’clock so we should be here by eight-thirty.”

I rummaged in the tub where we’d stashed our purses, found mine, and snatched it up along with a long-empty thermos bottle. 

“I’ll see you then,” I said, noting the color was returning to Esmae’s face. “Is there anything special I should bring, besides snacks and coffee?”

“You bring your coffee—‌I’ll supply my own beverage. And I’ll take care of snacks as well. It’s the least I can do. But Lynley...”

“Yes?”

“Erm, would you like to go get a bite to eat with me?”

The question caught me off guard. “What? You mean now?”

“A late dinner, perhaps? My treat.”

“But what about Bess?”

“The place across the street allows pets on their patio. We’ve been there many times. You must come.”

And when Esmae Westhouse says you must come in that imperious tone of hers, it’s not something to be debated. Besides, maybe over dinner I could find out more about her quarrel with the big man in the black cat suit.
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Chapter 3
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Do you allow your cat on the dinner table? Many cat people do. As long as the cat doesn’t have the dog-like trait of getting into the food, a quiet kitty can be a relaxing influence.

*  *  *
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Infinity Bistro was subdued and intimate. The greeter welcomed Esmae like a dear friend and ushered us through the maze of small tables and comfortable, mismatched chairs out onto a patio that overlooked the Columbia River. I was impressed. I’d never been to the widely-touted Infinity, the place being far above my social security check budget. I hadn’t understood why it was so pricy, since aside from the convention center, the area boasted mostly gas stations, parking lots, and mediocre motels, but now I got it. Any place with such a lovely, panoramic view would have a row of dollar signs in front of its name.

Esmae dropped into a lounge chair with a heavy sigh. Like a magician, she produced a fluffy cat bed from her suitcase-sized tote and placed it on our table. Bess, who had been perched in her default traveling spot—‌Esmae’s ample shoulder—‌hopped lithely down and curled up in the plush space as if she were at home.

Esmae stroked the spotted back, then glanced up at me. “You don’t mind, do you?” She indicated the cat’s prominent placement on our dinner table.

“Not at all. My cat Little has me well-trained that cats are allowed on the table, and anywhere else they wish to be, as long as it isn’t dangerous.”

“Quite right,” Esmae nodded solemnly, as if I’d told a profound truth. Bess snuggled down in her bed and covered her nose with her paw.

For a moment, I admired the Bengal: her broad, wedge-shaped head; her large, nearly-round eyes. Mink-colored spots bordered by thick, black outlines dappled her back and sides, reminiscent of her ancestor, the leopard. Her body was long and muscular, ending in a striped tail with a jet-black tip. In her present curled position, she showed just a peek of her dappled cream belly.

Esmae didn’t miss my appreciation. “Gorgeous, isn’t she? Her coloring is what’s known as ‘glittered’. Her fur sparkles in the light, as if it were ticked with gold dust. She’s a rescue, you know, through the Bengal Rescue Network. I had to fly to the Midwest for the adoption, but it was surely worth it.”

“She’s beautiful.” The words were no less true for being expected.

“I’ve always had Bengals. They are a highly intelligent breed,” Esmae went on, “and I believe Bess to be exceptionally so. Of course I could be a bit biased.” She gave a quick smile. “But she can open doors and turn on light switches. Not that that’s always a good thing.” Esmae laughed for the first time since the confrontation with the cat man.

“How long have you had her?” I asked, taking a sip of my water, tall and cool with a paper-thin slice of lemon floating among the ice cubes.

“Six years this coming spring. She’s nine now. Many good times to come.” 

“Have you ladies decided?” asked a server who had appeared at our table.

I curtailed my musing and grabbed the menu, hoping something would jump out at me from the list of delicacies.

“Or do you need more time?”

“Uh...” I began.

Esmae gently took the menu from me. “Do you have any dietary restrictions, Lynley?”

“No, I like everything.”

“In that case, may I order for us both?” I assented and she turned to the server. “My usual, for two.”

“Yes, Ms. Westhouse,” she replied, scooping the menus and disappearing into the restaurant.

“I am vegan and can only tolerate vegan food at my table. It’s a bit of an obsession, I’m afraid. Thank you for understanding.”

I didn’t really, as I am an omnivore who can eat pretty much whatever is presented me, but I do favor meatless meals and had no doubt I would enjoy her selection.

The sun was about to set across the long corridor of the Columbia, painting sparkling reflections on the ripples, and for a time, we were quiet. Boats dotted the river, their running lights twinkling like a scene from a fairytale.

“You must be wondering what kind of crazy witch I am,” Esmae said softly.

I couldn’t make out her expression in the diminishing light—‌the Japanese lanterns hanging from the patio’s lattice ceiling cast only a striated glow, and the tiny candle lamp on our table proved little better—‌but maybe it was that cover of obscurity that allowed Esmae to finally tell her story.

“I’d never describe you like that. If there’s an issue...”

“Yes, an issue.” She latched onto the catchall word. “But it’s really no cause for concern,” she said with an unconvincing chuckle.

They don’t call me cat lady for nothing, and now that she’d brought it up, curious me was not about to let her off so lightly. “Whatever it was, it upset you. You were ready to switch booths.”

A large ship, a freighter, was moving down the wide river at a slow but steady crawl. Esmae’s eyes followed, then she turned to me.

“I knew Guinness, way back when.”

“Guinness? That’s Captain Cat’s real name?”

“Yes, Guinness MacAngus. We were... lovers, back in the day. It ended badly. I haven’t seen him since.”

Wow! I had not expected that. It was hard to imagine the matronly Esmae having a lover, but we were all young once, I reminded myself.

“Is it going to be a problem?”

“Not for me!” she said, a little too vehemently, then her voice softened as she reined in her emotions. “I won’t allow it. I’m very much looking forward to this show. It’s the first time I will have my cat costumes out in front of a large audience, and I’m hoping they will be a success. I’ve worked very hard for this moment and will not let Guinness spoil it for me.”

“Your work is lovely,” I commented. “I’m sure it’s bound to go well.”

“You really think so?”

“I do. The booth display is beautiful, and your brochures are attractive. Those who don’t buy on the spot can take your information and look up your online shop.”

“I am very optimistic. I don’t make them for the money, you know. I make them because I love it. It challenges me to think up the characters, then create something that a cat will abide.”

“I noticed all your costumes are very soft, even the samurai armor. I thought it would be hard plastic, but it’s fabric, smooth and pliant,”

She beamed. “Yes, that was tricky, finding a material that looked like enamel but wasn’t. It’s a polished cotton, believe it or not.”

The server appeared with a tray full of tiny dishes. As she began arranging them on the table, careful not to disturb Bess in her sleeping place, a mixture of scents wafted into the air. Paprika, cardamom, and curry rose from steaming bowls of tomatoey bisque, contrasted by a cool mint and cucumber tzatziki. I recognized quinoa with arugula, stuffed grape leaves, and a salsa of mango and red pepper—‌or maybe it was a cold soup—‌along with a few things I couldn’t identify. A pair of brown gelatinous cubes that might have been anything from seaweed to vegan gelatin floated on a lettuce leaf; a Chinese bowl the size of a plum held a pile of round berries—‌whether sweet or savory, I couldn’t guess without tasting.

Small, hand-made plates were set in front of us, along with a fork, a slender spoon, and a set of chopsticks. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.

Esmae and I ate in comfortable silence interspersed with bits of harmless conversation. The subject of her love-hate relationship with Captain Cat seemed to be off the table, and I thought to hear no more about it, but, as Esmae finished the last of her meal, she gave me a perfunctory look.

“Here is the plan, Lynley,” she said, her tone grave and slightly ominous. “Tomorrow morning when we come in to finish the set-up, I will get the management to rent us a set of wings.”

“Wings?” I hadn’t heard the term before.

“Well, I don’t know what they’re really called but they look like wings to me. A curtained panel that separates one booth from another, like the one across the back. I didn’t ask for them before because I didn’t think we needed them.”

“But we do?”

“Yes. I will not spend the next three days staring at that man, or worse, knowing he is staring at me.”

“Alright, that makes sense. We’ll need to move a few things around to fit the panels.”

“But not that much. Let’s arrive promptly when the doors open for vendors, just to be safe.”

She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of her water. I felt she had more to say.

“Lynley,” she began slowly, proving me right, “I don’t like to tell others what to do, but in this case, I feel I must. For your sake as well as mine, please do not communicate with... him. We can get through this if we just keep our distance.”

“Alright, Esmae, by all means I’ll honor your wishes, but, well, don’t you think it might be better for the two of you to talk it out? Clear the air?”

The minute the words escaped my lips, I regretted them. Who was I to be giving advice about someone else’s love life and relationships? It was so none of my business.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean...”

“I know what you meant, Lynley, and in ordinary circumstances, I would agree with you wholeheartedly, but this is not ordinary. This man is not ordinary.”

I frowned. She was trying to tell me something and I wasn’t getting it. “Not ordinary? What are you saying?”

She looked away, back at the river which was now a black void dotted with intermittent brilliance where the big boats drifted. 

“He wasn’t always...” she began slowly, her voice low and choked. “He was nice when I met him, but people change. People change.”

She fell silent and I waited until I could stand it no longer.

“Did Guinness change?”

“Yes,” she avowed, paused, then persisted. 

“Guinness,” she gasped, “became evil.”

* * *
[image: image]


Evil? That wasn’t a word one used lightly. In all my years, I’d only known a few people I considered truly evil, and even in those cases, I was probably letting my own fears color my judgment. People think evil thoughts, do evil deeds, but is anyone truly evil to the core? A quote popped into my head: There is some soul of goodness in things evil, would men observingly distill it out. According to Shakespeare, even psychopaths have redeeming merits.

Esmae had called her old beau evil. That seemed to go beyond a bad breakup. Maybe she was being melodramatic; maybe the man had scared her in some way. Men get scary sometimes, especially when their masculinity is threatened. Maybe she didn’t really mean evil; maybe she meant asshat instead.

Besides, didn’t she say she hadn’t seen him in years? How would she know, just from their brief and volatile assignation, what he might be like now? People do change, and sometimes it’s for the better.

I was finally home and gathering the things I would need for the coming day at the comic-con. Thermos for coffee, a tin of mints, my Friends of Felines water bottle. Esmae had provided me with a costume, a larger, somewhat simplified version of one of her cat outfits, Blue Protector, but it was mostly cape and a long-sleeved teal tunic—‌underneath I would wear my own clothes. I set out a spandex camisole, tights, and a pair of Skechers—‌with ten hours of standing on concrete, there was no way I would wear anything less accommodating than comfortable shoes. 

I picked up the embroidered silk hood with its blue furry cat ears. It was designed to fit down over the eyes like a mask but could also be rolled back on the forehead for a more casual look. Since I found wearing anything against my face claustrophobic, I was glad of the option.

Little, my little black sweetheart, hopped up on the bed and immediately lay down in the middle of my pile. I moved her gently to one side where she settled, staring at me with big yellow eyes. I gazed back at her with love. A few white hairs sprinkled her sleek, dark fur. Could she really be showing her age? She had come to me, a foster failure, at two and a bit, but that was years ago. Now she was eleven, and I had to face the fact that white hairs were the least of a senior cat’s concerns.

Little was joined by Tinkerbelle and Emilio, and I was suddenly confronted by a legion of black cats. Different shapes, sizes, and textures of coat, but all dark-furred. Shadow cats, someone had called them. How could anyone not be moved by such a stunning group?

I thought of Guinness, who had taken the black cat as inspiration for his costume. The ebony cape, so standard to the superhero image to be nearly a cliché; the mask and cat-eared hood. He seemed big, tall, well-built and brawny, though it was impossible to tell what the real man might look like. He could be five four and a garden gnome for all I knew. Somehow I doubted it though—‌the way he stood facing Esmae, the way she leaned away from his assault.

I gave a silent prayer that all would go well tomorrow, that the side panels would do the trick and there would be no more conflicts. Esmae was temperamental to say the least; a full day with her in diva-mode would feel like a lifetime.

I sighed and petted my three observers. No point in worrying, I told myself sternly. Whatever the future held, I would take it as it came. A diva and an evil ex? How bad could it be?
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Chapter 4
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Vegan Victory Cake:

3 cups flour, 2 cups sugar, 2 tsp baking soda, 6 tbsp cocoa (baking kind, not hot chocolate mix), 1 tsp salt, 2 tbsp vinegar, 3/4 cup vegetable oil, 2 cups cold water. Mix all dry ingredients in a bowl with a wire whisk. Stir in all wet ingredients with whisk until combined. Put in 9x13 greased cake pan (or spray with Pam). Bake at 350°F for 35-40 minutes or until toothpick comes out clean. Best chocolate cake ever! You can serve with whipped topping, make frosting with vegan butter, sprinkle with powdered sugar, or eat it plain. —Jill Hurtley

*  *  *
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The place was buzzing, alive with a diversity of costumed fans popularly known as cosplayers—‌superheroes, aliens, and comic book characters of all genres and ilks. It was still only ten-thirty Friday morning. The comic-con had been open less than half an hour, but already it seemed filled to capacity, though I knew the weekend was bound to bring in even more.

There had been no sign of the Planet Defenders when Esmae and I met at eight-twenty to finish our set-up. The acquisition of the side panels went easily, and a pair of efficient workers had them installed by eight-forty-five. I admit I felt better when I could no longer see the looming, full-sized standee likenesses of Captain Cat, Gorgon Girl, and Bugman staring at me. It seemed to put Esmae at ease as well. Though she’d been as stiff as the standees when we’d first got there, she had relaxed noticeably and was able to concentrate on perfecting her unique and attractive booth space. I still sensed a shadow coloring her usually high-spirited attitude, but I chose to ignore it. Maybe if I’d known Esmae better, I would have paid it more mind, but as it was, engaging the customers was my only concern.

“...and this one is called Sybila the Elf Queen,” I told a woman in a Superman costume who was perusing the wares.

The Superman slipped off a red glove and felt the gossamer-winged cat-sized body suit. “Hey, this is sturdier than it looks.” She gave a big toothy grin. “I thought the fabric would be thin but it’s not.”

“Esmae makes all her natural fiber habiliments with functionality in mind. She knows cats need to run, jump, and climb, and wants her customers to be assured that normal wear will not harm the outfits.”

The woman was clearly considering a purchase, no light matter at the extravagant price. I went in for the closer. “We’re running a show special, ten percent off if you buy here at Bridgetown.”

“Okay, sold! Do you have it in large? My Tom is seventeen pounds.”

I nodded and excused myself to find the item in the stock at the back of the booth, chuckling to myself as I pictured the seventeen-pound tomcat dressed as an elf queen. Still, it made perfect sense since his human was a female Superman.

As I rummaged through the box of satin gift bags, I heard whispering and looked up to see a tall, gauze-winged figure lurking by the side panel. The gray hair was alight with glitter and crowned by a sparkling tiara—‌Ellisya the Snow Angel, aka Esmae. Her ear was to her phone in rapt attention, her eyes large, as if she were receiving some dire news.

After a few moments, she rang off with a curt goodbye. Furtively she stepped over to a slit in the curtained wing and stared into the next booth, the Planet Defenders. Her attention seemed captivated by whatever she saw there. Then without hesitation, she slipped through.

Five minutes later she was back. “Lynley,” she mumbled.

“Hey, Esmae, I just sold one of the Sybila costumes!” I expected her to be happy, say something like great or good work, but it was as if she hadn’t heard me. If anything, her countenance darkened.

I studied her. “You look upset. What is it?”

Esmae fidgeted, an attitude altogether alien for the big, self-assured woman. I noted a paleness to her face, an unusual wildness in her violet-gray gaze.

“I’ve got to go out for a little while. Would you watch Bess? And the booth, of course,” she added with a quick glance over her shoulder.

“Sure, but what’s up? Is there a problem?”

“Not really.” She shrugged and gave the most forced illusion of pleasantry I had ever seen. “I shouldn’t be long.”

Without waiting for an answer—‌and the possibility of more questions—‌she retrieved her tote from underneath the table and stepped over to Bess. She stared down at the beautiful Bengal in her matching Ellisya costume, then swooped her into her arms and hugged her close. She murmured a few words in the furry ear, replaced her gently in her bed, and swept out of the booth, disappearing into the crowd.

That was the last I saw of Esmae Westhouse until after it was all over.

* * *
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I didn’t think much about her disappearance; things were moving too fast. Another potential customer wanted specs on the samurai armor, and I still had to finish the transaction with Superman. She had a credit card which meant I needed to run it through the funny square thingy that fit on Esmae’s cell phone. Praying to the deity of electronic transactions for it to go smoothly, I slid the card. The information popped in without a hitch and Superman went off with her pretty box of finery. I’d almost forgotten to tell her that if she posted a picture of her cat on Instagram, she would receive a coupon good for fifteen percent off her next purchase but remembered at the last minute, slipping the flyer and a business card into her package.

As I was looking up the cover card for the samurai outfit, officially named Neko Ronin, I heard a loud, high-pitched voice say, “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?”

I turned with my
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