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EXCERPT


Little things like a locked car never stop Nick from getting where he wants to go,” I said. The cat in question tipped up his lips and blinked at me, and I bent over and scooped him up. No easy feat, since my tubby tuxedo weighs well over twenty-two pounds. I looked him straight in the eye. “You rascal. I thought you were sleeping, but you weren’t. Playing possum, huh?”
Nick ducked his head and started to purr. 
I carried him up the steps but set him down immediately once we were on the porch. We all went over to peer in the giant picture window. The room beyond appeared to be anything but empty. Tables, chairs, even pictures seemed to peer out from behind white coverings. “Looks like a lot of stuff is in there,” I observed. “Most of it will have to be cleared out.”
“The interior doesn’t appear to be too bad, though,” said Chantal, pressing her nose to the glass. “It just looks like all it might need is a good dusting.”
Joannie let out a loud grunt. “Dammit,” she grumbled. “I can’t find the key, and I was certain I put it in here.”
“Maybe you don’t need it.” I inclined my head toward the front door, which appeared to be slightly ajar. I walked over and was about to press my fingertips against the wood when suddenly the door burst open and a young boy stood on the threshold. I judged him to be in his early teens – thirteen, no more than fifteen. His hair was mussed, his pumpkin-colored jacket dirty and torn, and his eyes held a wild gleam. He started to barrel past me but I caught his arm and swung him around.
“Hey, who are you? What were you doing in there?”
He looked at me, eyes wide and tried to jerk away but I held on fast. “What’s wrong with you? What were you doing in that house?” I asked again.
“Yeah,” chimed in Joanne.  “It’s private property.  We have permission to be here.”
His eyes darted nervously around and he mumbled something under his breath. I wasn’t quite sure what I’d heard, but before I could ask him to repeat it, he reached out, gave me a push, and went flying down the steps and across the lawn.
“Mon dieu,” cried Chantal, as she helped me to my feet. “Are you all right?”
I nodded. “I’m fine. Did you see where that boy went? Something spooked him.”
“I think he cut through the woods,” Chantal answered. “Should we go after him? He’s got a pretty good head start.”
I was about to answer in the affirmative when I caught a flash of black slip through the doorway and into the house. “Oh, swell. I think Nick just went inside.”
I turned toward the door but Joannie grabbed my arm. “You’re not going in there,” she whispered. 
“Joannie has a point,” Chantal piped up. “That boy was pretty scared. Who knows what he found.”
I set my jaw. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. I just want don’t want Nick to get lost.” I slipped inside before either of them could protest and stood for a minute in the entryway, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. “Nick,” I called. “Hey, Nick. Where are you, buddy?”
A soft meow came from the darkness beyond. 
I moved carefully down the dark corridor in that direction, wishing I had a flashlight. I turned a corner and jumped as I came face to face with a white-faced object, then let out a sigh of relief as I saw it was a statue underneath a white cover to keep off the dust. Nick was nowhere to be seen. I called his name out several times, but no answering meow came forth.
“This is no time to play hide and seek, Nick,” I muttered.  By now I’d come to the end of the corridor, which now branched out in three directions. I did a quick eeny, meeny miney moe and started down the corridor to my right. I’d only taken a few steps when the corridor emptied into a large dark room. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark interior, I could make out a large lump on the floor in front of us. A long, angular lump with a rounded top and big brass handles.
A coffin.
“Good Lord,” I murmured. “Who puts a coffin in a living room?”
I frowned. Obviously this was someone’s idea of a joke, and no doubt what had scared that boy. Kids and their practical jokes. I walked over and grasped the coffin lid. As my fingers curled around the brass handle, Nick suddenly leapt out of the shadows and hurled himself on top of the coffin. He stood there, a true caricature of a Halloween cat, his back arched, tail fanned and spread out, every hair visible. His golden eyes gleamed and his lips drew back in a snarl. He let out a loud hiss.
“Nick!” I reached out, grabbed Nick and lifted him off the coffin. His tail returned to normal size, but his eyes remained slitted and there was no mistaking the growl that rose, deep in his throat. I spoke in a soothing tone. “Nick, calm down. There’s nothing in here, see…oh!”
I’d raised the lid as I was speaking, and now I let it fall back with a loud crash. Dead silence prevailed as I stared at the coffin’s contents: a man, curled on his side, face a sickly white, his lips bloodless. But that wasn’t what captured my attention.
It was the two red tinged holes on his neck.
