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        For all those who have ever had a cat find them when they least expected it.
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      Group trips can be a fun, cheap way to see the sights, but they're not supposed to turn deadly.

      

      Hi, I'm Meredith Duffy. As an aspiring travel blogger, traveling by tour bus was supposed to provide new material for my side-gig. That all changes when a passenger dies on board, turning our transportation into a crime scene.

      

      A forced detour to a cat café sounds like purrfect blog material, but I soon find myself distracted when a mischievous cat leads me straight into the middle of the investigation. Now the cops eye me as a suspect, while a trio of baristas want me to adopt the frisky feline. 

      

      As cute as that troublesome cat is, there’s no way I could get him home, right? And besides, if I can't untangle the clues, identify the real culprit, and get the tour back on schedule, my final destination on this trip won’t be home. It will be a tour of the local jail from inside a cell.
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      As I stepped onto the bus to go home, I thanked my good luck because, with a final press of the button on a penny slot, I won one of the machine’s top payouts. While I wasn’t a millionaire—not even close—the win had made an already fun trip even better.

      I must have had quite the smile on my face, for as I got to my seat, the man behind me gave me a big thumbs-up as he took a sip of his soda. My grin faltered momentarily as I returned the gesture, feeling awkward. I’d barely said two words to the man before this moment. But the smile soon returned. How could it not? I felt rich.

      Had it not been for the dead man a few hours later, I would have made it home with all that money in my pocket.

      That five hundred dollars was the most money I’d ever had at one time. I didn’t have that much going into the trip, or at any time before that really. But the overnight trip, organized by the local travel club for the Fiddlefern Fjord region, cost little more than the one-night group rate for the casino hotel and bus fare.

      I lived for trips like this. They weren’t something I could have afforded to do on my own. Not on my baker’s assistant income. It wasn’t the worst-paying job, but I was on a tight budget and saved every spare penny for things I wanted to do. Renting my parents’ basement apartment helped too, and that helped them pay their mortgage.

      It had been a seven-hour bus ride to get to Saltair Shores. Had it been a direct trip, it wouldn’t have taken that long, but Wisteria Falls, where I lived, had been the first of three regional pickup spots. Fortunately I had the full bus seat to myself, giving me plenty of space to spread out. I’d promptly fallen asleep after our four a.m. departure. I woke up just in time for our stop to grab breakfast from a highway rest area. After that, I’d spent the time writing on my travel blog. My two loves were food and travel. Working and getting paid for one allowed me to enjoy the other.

      Overall, it had been a decent bus ride down. The only downside to the ride had been that one man. Even though I didn’t know him, meaning he wasn’t from the small town I’d lived in my entire life, I knew the type. The kind of guy who chews loudly, snores louder, and when awake, does not stop talking.

      I’d put on my headphones and ignored the noise as much as I could, but they only worked so well when the noise was coming from the person sitting right behind me. That’s right, Mr. Thumbs-up. At the start of the trip, he was just a loud, annoying man.

      We’d arrived shortly before lunch. I’d been working and hadn’t realized how close we were, so when we arrived in the parking lot of the hotel, I wasn’t prepared. Guess the headphones had been good enough to block the announcement of our impending arrival from the bus driver.

      As I packed my stuff, several passengers cast angry or annoyed glances at the loud man as he pushed his way out of his seat and into the aisle. So maybe my headphones had worked even better than I’d thought because I didn’t think the glares were necessary. But if I’d only heard the loudest of everything he’d done, I could only imagine how the rest of the trip had been for everyone around us. The looks were probably completely deserved.

      Once we checked into the hotel and struck out on our own in Saltair Shores, however, I forgot all about those looks and even about the man.

      I spent the next twenty-six hours living the good life—sightseeing, eating to my heart’s content, and taking a ton of photos for my blog along the way.

      After schmoozing with the local baker, I got a behind-the-scenes tour of the bakery followed by a taste testing. By the time it was done, I had a lot of ideas for new foods that I wanted to make. Hopefully I could convince my boss at Flour Power to let me try some of them at the bakery. With one of my degrees having been in baking and pastry arts, I was more than capable of making anything that I was going to suggest. If he let me, perhaps he’d realize I was ready to be to become the assistant manager of the place.

      After my bakery tour, I visited one of the local museums, walked through the historic district, and stopped in at a spot along the regional beverage trail. Then it was time for dinner. Actually, make that an appetizer, dinner, and a dessert—after all, I’d been saving. Following my delightful Italian meal, I headed back to our casino hotel to attend a free concert. The music wasn’t totally my style, but free fit my budget.

      The next morning, I went to a local diner for breakfast. One I’d seen on TV on the Wanderlust Network that boasted two-hour wait times to snag a seat. I had to check it out, and fortunately after waiting only an hour because I was alone, I discovered that the food was absolutely worth all the standing around.

      With extra time on my hands because breakfast had turned into brunch, making me way too full come lunchtime, I spent what would have been my lunch money in a slot machine at the hotel’s casino.

      Being a baker, the cupcake-themed machine called to me the most. I had to try it. But after several minutes, I was down to my last few dollars. Knowing I should save a few bucks for a dinner stop on the way home, I told myself I’d cash out after one more press of the button.

      Then all but one of the squares on the screen showed the same cupcake. I let out an excited squeal as the machine played its payout music. It wasn’t the jackpot, but it was the next best prize. And since the five hundred dollars was more than what I had spent on the trip, I was heading home with a profit. How often did that happen on vacation?

      As I got onto the bus, awkward encounter with Mr. Thumbs-up aside, I thought about how the overnight trip had been everything I hoped it would be. I’d eaten well and had a lot of fun. Plus, with everything I’d done, I had several blog posts’ worth of material to write about.

      And then someone had to die on the ride back home, and based on the circumstances, it didn’t seem natural to me.

      So who on the bus was the killer?
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      Someone dying changes one’s perspective about the success of a trip, especially when everyone else on the bus became a suspect.

      Because, of course, the person who died was the most annoying person on the bus, Mr. Thumbs-up.

      Five minutes before his demise, he’d patted me on the shoulder.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” When I turned around and looked up at him, he motioned to my headphones.

      In one hand, he held a twenty-ounce bottle of soda. In the other, the one slightly lifted so I could see it better, was a box of candy in his hands. It had been a while since we’d climbed onto the bus to head home, but—I checked the clock on my laptop—we would be stopping for dinner soon. Assuming he was offering me candy, I held up my hand and shook my head slightly to let him know I was all set.

      He tapped his ear. Had I been wrong? I took off one side of my headphones.

      “You want any?” he asked, holding the candy up a bit higher and confirming my suspicions. “I picked them up at the old-timey general store down the street from the hotel.”

      “I bought some myself, but thank you.” They were a regional specialty, and I had to get some to talk about on my blog.

      He took a long sip of his soda. “Suit yourself.”

      I gave him a polite smile as he flopped back into his seat with a loud
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