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Chapter 1: Pet Parade Pandemonium
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"I swear if that Persian sneezes on me again, I'm going to file a restraining order." Gwen Harrow adjusted her sun hat, the wide brim casting her face in shadow, and tightened her grip on Bentley’s leash. The German Shepherd, all seventy pounds of sculpted muscle and quiet observation, licked his nose. Ex-cop, now therapy dog, Bentley sat obediently at her side, tongue lolling, tail flicking rhythmically against her shin. He was a good boy, a professional, and Gwen needed him to be on his best behaviour.

They were standing at the starting line of the Maplewood Annual Pet Parade, a community event that had, over the years, devolved from charming displays of cute dog costumes and creatively accessorized felines to a bizarre and frankly aggressive display of pet politics. What had once been a light-hearted gathering was now a breeding ground for animosity.

The cat owners’ club—The Velvet Paw Society, a name Gwen found aggressively precious—and the dog folks—Wag & Respect, equally saccharine—had turned the event into a full-blown turf war. Passive-aggressive Facebook posts, whispering campaigns at the local farmer's market, and even, last year, a minor incident involving a rogue Roomba and a strategically placed pile of yarn – it had all been leading up to this.

This year, the parade organizer and president of the cat association, Marlene Sutter, a woman whose face seemed permanently pinched in a perpetual state of disapproval, had declared a “pet-neutral” route. No barking, no growling, no catnip “weaponry," she had announced with a dramatic flourish at the town hall meeting. It was a mandate Gwen knew was impossible to enforce, and frankly, slightly insulting to the intelligence of the average pet owner. As if a dog could simply choose not to bark at a squirrel wearing a tiny top hat.

It was 10:12 a.m. when disaster struck. Marlene, microphone still clutched in her hand, collapsed face-first into a tray of vegan tuna tarts. A collective gasp swept through the assembled crowd. The air, already thick with the perfume of overly scented pet shampoos and simmering resentment, crackled with unspoken accusations.

Bentley barked once, a sharp, authoritative sound that cut through the murmur. Heads turned. Gwen felt a flush creep up her neck.

And sat down. Good boy, Bentley. Good boy. Now, if she could just figure out who spiked the vegan tuna tarts, maybe, just maybe, she could salvage what was left of the parade.
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Chapter 2: A Fishy Situation
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The yellow police tape, a stark and unwelcome addition to the otherwise festive scene, cordoned off the snack tent. Beneath the striped canvas, where miniature quiches and fruit skewers had been so enticingly arranged just moments before, lay a crime scene. Parade-goers, their celebratory mood abruptly shattered, stood around awkwardly, a silent tableau of shock and confusion. Leashes tightened in nervous hands, strollers bumped against shins, and a collection of bewildered iguanas blinked slowly, their scales catching the late afternoon sun.

Marlene was dead. Not peacefully asleep, not quietly faded away, but starkly, undeniably dead. Her face, frozen in a mask of shock, was a ghastly caricature. Mascara, once meticulously applied, had smeared down her cheeks in black rivulets. Her lips, usually a vibrant ruby red, were now tinted an unsettling shade of green, a sickly, unnatural hue that seemed to scream foul play.

The lead officer, a man whose face was already creased with the weariness of countless parades and public events, glanced grimly at the tart tray, now a chaotic collection of pastry shards and rogue cream. “We’re calling the coroner, but this smells like poison,” he announced, his voice devoid of emotion. The air hung heavy with the sweet scent of raspberry and something else, something acrid and vaguely chemical that made the back of your throat itch.

Gwen crossed her arms, her expression resolute. "Bentley knew before she hit the tofu." Her voice was low, but carried easily in the unnaturally hushed atmosphere.

The officer muttered, his patience clearly wearing thin, "You always say that, Gwen." He’d heard it all before, the woman’s unwavering faith in her eccentric, truffle-sniffing, gluten-detecting dog.

"He sniffed, he sat. That’s his signal. We used it for narcotics, remember? Now we use it for gluten, lactose, peanuts... whatever the latest dietary landmine happens to be." She ran a hand through Bentley’s short, wiry fur. "He's got a nose for danger."

Bentley, a scruffy terrier mix with perpetually worried eyes, whined softly and nudged her elbow with his wet nose. His gaze flicked back and forth, a frantic dance between the tempting tart table, now forbidden territory, and the overflowing bin, its contents a chaotic mix of discarded paper plates and half-eaten pastries. His message was clear. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.
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Chapter 3: Bake Off and Betrayal
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Gwen followed Bentley’s lead. Literally. He trotted with purpose, his short legs a blur, directly to the overflowing bin tucked beside a picnic table. He nosed at something wrapped in a crumpled, floral-patterned napkin, a soft whine rumbling in his chest.

She picked it up carefully, her gloved hand preventing any potential contamination. Inside lay the remnants of a tart. Small, almost too perfect.

There was a bite missing. Just one, a dainty nibble taken from the edge.

And the crust, beneath the caramelized fruit filling, had a disturbing greenish tint. A subtle, wrong kind of green.

“Don’t tell me...” Gwen muttered under her breath, her stomach clenching. She didn't need to see it.

She knew that smell, faint but unmistakable, clinging to the sugary sweetness. A chemical ghost amongst the lavender and honeysuckle scents of the park.

Antifreeze.

A classic. Sweet-smelling, deceptively innocuous. Lethal to animals, drawing them in with its sugary promise.

Or anyone who bit into a slightly too-chilled tart, lured by the promise of a summer treat. A weapon disguised as a dessert.

She carefully folded the napkin, securing the deadly treat within, and pocketed the incriminating wrapper. Her jaw tightened. The playful, investigative air she’d arrived with vanished, replaced by a cold, professional focus. She raised her gaze, her eyes scanning the crowd, assessing, searching for the source.

She turned her sights to the competition tent, the vibrant flags and bustling activity now framed in a new, more sinister light. The air, thick with the aroma of baking bread and blooming flowers, now carried an undercurrent of something far more dangerous. The game had changed.
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Chapter 4: Enemies and Egos
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Marlene had enemies. It wasn't surprising, really. Anyone as passionate and driven as she was, particularly when animals were involved, was bound to ruffle a few feathers. And the "Best in Show" competition at the annual Velvet Paw Society fundraising gala was the perfect breeding ground for petty rivalries and simmering resentments.

Roxie Thane, leader of the aggressively ethical dog training group, Wag & Respect, was a prime example. She’d been banned from last year’s event after her over-enthusiastic beagle, Winston, had chased a particularly fluffy and pampered Himalayan cat named Princess Fluffernutter into a surprisingly unstable Port-a-John. The memory still lingered, a potent cocktail of humiliation and the lingering scent of sanitation fluid clinging to Roxie's reputation.

Then there was Don Cressfield, the vegan baker whose heart was as pure as his ingredients were... controversial. He’d argued with Marlene just two days ago, his voice rising (much to the amusement of nearby poodles) after she’d dared to criticize his "textureless tarts," claiming they tasted like "sawdust and existential dread." Don had taken it personally, muttering darkly about Marlene's "lack of appreciation for the suffering of sentient almonds."

And of course, there was Emily Page. The most dangerous of the lot. A former co-president of the Velvet Paw Society, Emily had been ousted by Marlene last fall after a truly spectacular falling-out. The issue? Emily’s refusal to dress her hairless Sphynx cat, Cleopatra, in a festive holiday sweater for the organization's Christmas card photo. Emily argued
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