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			EVIDENCE:

			PI Tiger Straight’s reports on 
surveillance of Trixie Bates 

			NUB CITY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT

			Investigating Officer(s): Det. R. Murphy. Det. T. Lamassu Incident No.: 000624-99A-2018

			Case Description: Dawon Statuette Theft

			Report from Private Investigator Tiger Straight submitted to the Nub City Sheriff’s Department in response to a subpoena for same.

			CASE DETAIL REPORT

			Case Number: Bates23457

			Hired Y/N: Y

			Filed Y/N: Y

			BACKGROUND:

			Kept a low profile in Nub City, a crowded urban area ruled by civilized cats. Nub is progressive enough for mice to be tolerated before they are eaten.

			Much of the food for the populace either comes from nearby dairies (where the cows, in this detective’s opinion, talk too much) or from fishing villages on the coast. The valuable Dawon Statuette was smuggled via one such village to the home of private collector Trixie Bates, who took ownership of the objet d’art. Ms. Bates reported the statuette stolen last Tuesday night and has filed a sizeable insurance claim.

			ACTIVITY REPORT:

			Kept the subject, Trixie Bates, under surveillance for two days.

			Wednesday: Subject left her upscale hillside apartment alone on foot. The cat wore a lemon-colored dress and a practical hat.

			Subject visited her mother at the Silver Hairs retirement home for approx. one hour, then shopped at the neighboring strip mall. Subject spent at least an hour at the Horton Arts & crafts Supply Store before returning to her apartment. Large windows, so visual confirmation confirmed subject slept for approx. 15 hours.

			Thursday: At approx. 7:30 a.m. subject went outside to sniff at a cardboard box in the alley behind her apartment block. She wore a faded blue housecoat and a polka-dot scarf tucked behind her ears. Subject curled up in the box and slept for another 6 hours. Posing as a stray, I checked box while subject was sleeping and noted paw prints sticky with an adhesive substance. Subject subsequently woke up, got bored, and went indoors, presumably to eat her supper. At approx. 2 p.m. monitored subject through window and saw what appeared to be pottery fragments. I conclude based on visual examination, that these were shards of the vase reported stolen. Subject drew curtains curtailing any further observation.

			Photographic evidence available in Supplement A. Supplement A is not available to the public pending legal clearance.

			FOLLOW-UP INFORMATION:

			Posed as a Horton Arts & Crafts customer and friend of subject to ascertain from the supply store cashier that subject bought ceramic glue on Wednesday.

			Questioned neighbor who heard a smashing sound on Tuesday. Coming from subject’s apartment. Neighbor posited that it was “like pushing something off a table with your paw.”

			CONCLUSION:

			Subject evidently broke vase and is in the process of repairing it with the glue. Insurance claim is fraudulent as theft never occurred.

			Subject is guilty of making a false report to prowlers and pussyfooting around. Case closed. On to the next one!

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Nub City needed rain.

			The tangled streets were dark with grime, the buildings ugly with thick, persistent algae. Those cats fortunate enough to live in high-rise havens preferred to look up at the birds in the sky rather than down at the filth below. Down there, they’d see skinny houses crammed together like broken teeth, large, gray municipal buildings, the city hospital and zoo, and trams sparking their way along the main thoroughfares. On a clear day, they’d see cats padding about their business, crowding the food stores, fish markets, and office blocks. Beyond the city, the bayou stretched into the distance, wild and verdant, daring the citizens to venture into its soggy landscape. The cats preferred to stay on dry land, dreaming of catching brightly colored moths and fat swamp rats, watching the slow-moving creeks from their concrete haven. On a clear day.

			Clear days were rare in Nub.

			Tuna canning factories belched smoke and oil into the air, forming a salt-smelling fog that settled over the city. At night, incandescent lamps gave the fog an eerie sepia glow.

			The glow was a siren sight for many. Sunshine was for sleeping; after dusk, Nub’s citizens were wide awake. Night was when the litter-strewn city came to life. The darkness hid the danger or encouraged cats to seek it out. It was the time to prowl and explore.

			For one detective, it was the best time to solve a mystery that placed his life, his loved ones, and his city in jeopardy. A mystery that would change him forever and threaten to wreck the world around him. It was the mystery of the cat who stole the cream. 

		

	
		
			1

			They were killers, all four of them. Cammy was the worst—one jab of his claws and he’d spear his prey. What his brothers lacked in dexterity, they made up for in size and strength. They were complacent in their efficiency, looking professional as they stood upright, their thick ragdoll fur spooling from their matching overalls. None of them enjoyed death as much as Cammy.

			He’d had a wicked glint in his eye since birth. Part of a litter of five, he’d practiced murder on ticks and ants before he could see. After suckling at his mother’s belly, he’d cock an ear and listen for the scuttling—slap down a paw and flatten his catch. Not because he was hungry; it was in his blood. Killer instinct.

			His brothers were made of kinder stuff. Beast, Grass, and Skead had never been malicious. They’d always been poor, and the Depression had made them poorer, so when Cammy had suggested going into the execution business, they’d agreed fast enough. They’d plowed every penny into the tools of the trade—traps, spray, electrified grids, powder—and set up shop. It hadn’t taken them long to become the best bug bashers on the block.

			Pest control was a dirty, thankless task. Cammy kept them motivated with his zeal. He loved to squash little critters, slice them, impale them, munch them up for supper. He’d remind his brothers they had a mortgage to cover, bills to pay, and a sister to support.

			Beast never let his squeamish side get in the way of a commission. Some cats get excited when they see a termite, smack their lips, and dream of eating the little peckers. They know how good they taste. Beast would get a quiver in his belly, a queasy tremor as he watched the shiny bodies and spindled legs. He was no fan of bugs. If he unearthed a colony, he didn’t hesitate to destroy it.

			Grass was the crew’s philosopher. Like Beast, he was quick enough to give his prey the chop. Maybe even take some home for supper. Once they were dead, his conscience would pay him a call. He’d start moralizing, wondering what right he had to snuff out so many lives—no matter how tiny. Eating them wasn’t so bad, that was nature. So Grass was the crew’s fat philosopher.

			He’d share his worries with Skead, the most money-eager of the pack. Skead would tell his twin to stop blethering and buy something nice with his paycheck. Skead had tall hopes for himself; he was going to buy his way out of Skid Row, spend money in the right places, impress the bigwigs, and stake a place in the city. He hadn’t shared his dreams with his brothers, but he did admonish them for spending so much of their earnings on paint and wallpaper for their sister’s place. Keeping her happy seemed to make them happy.

			The cats often worked late into the night—the critters they caught thrived in darkness. By the time they got home, all they wanted to do was collapse in their beds, looking forward to breakfast. They all knew what Grass was having.

			One particular evening was spent knocking off rats. A cadre of the little terrors had run riot in a chip shop. The cats had stormed Arnie’s Emporium, famous for its fishcakes; they’d battered the rats and carried them out by their tails, a crate-load of slick, filthy vermin carried to the local butchers. There the rats had been sold for a small amount, which Skead split into four pittances. He already had plans for his share.

			At home, they found a package waiting for them. Marlax, a poison in powder form, and lots of it. None of the brothers could remember ordering the stock. Grass shrugged, promising he’d deal with it in the morning.

			Exhausted, they hit the sack. Beast and Grass slept in one room; Cammy and Skead shared another. Come midnight, Beast thought he heard a stifled moan. He was about to get up and investigate when a paw clamped over his nose. He opened his mouth to warn his brothers, but no sound came.

			Sinking into oblivion, he wondered if his victims felt the same fear, the same sense of disappointment. Of course not. The pests he killed weren’t cats. They were plain dumb animals.
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			Doctor Selwyn Mopp was worried, a feeling with which he was unfamiliar. A proud Persian and veteran veterinarian, he enjoyed the respect of his peers and the general public. Even the gutter press treated him kindly, relying on him for comments on wide-ranging medical matters. He hadn’t worried in his younger days, pioneering radical forms of medicine. He hadn’t panicked while treating his patients as they lay on his operating table, fondly referred to by staff as the slab of doom. Cats clamored to be carved by him; if they lived, they’d be able to tell jealous friends they’d been saved by a surgeon named in all the history books.

			Now Mopp was getting long in the claw, elderly pushing on for decrepit. In his late teens, his waning years, his paws had started to tremble. His eyes were muddy with myopia, his hearing shot. He was sure that some of his colleagues at the hospital suspected. The administrator for one: a quiet soul with the power to send him packing, get him struck off. Admiration and a place in history would mean nothing if he lost his monthly paycheck. He had a habit to support.

			Mopp left the hospital as the sun reached its zenith. Lunch hour.

			Most cats stretched the time as far as they could, filling their faces and taking a nap, ready to cope with an afternoon’s drudge. For the doctor, it provided an opportunity for him to sate his urges.

			Two minutes’ trot from the ER was the high street, a Mecca of cash and carries, jewelry stores, and covered markets. He aimed for the large arcade at the far end of the street. His eyes swiveled in different directions, checking out the bargains in shop windows.

			It had always amazed him that anyone would let him loose in an operating theater—if he couldn’t control his eyes, how could he be expected to handle a scalpel? Of course, he could do his job, but his pupils liked to roll of their own accord. He didn’t like to meet patients before operating on them; the eye thing had the potential to scare them off. He saw them (if he had the time) when the general anesthetic wore off instead. Surgery successful. Thank you, Doc, you are a god. Is there something wrong with your eyes?

			They didn’t work all that well anymore, sight wise. He had good days and bad, often having to press his face against the store windows to see displays. That wasn’t what worried him so much as the atmosphere at his place of work.

			Friends had stopped talking to him, giving him funny looks. He felt self-conscious where he would once have felt important. Certain doctors and nurses made sure not to work with him, especially where delicate transplants were involved. He’d dropped a few fresh organs—a heart, maybe a liver or two—but that was no reason for them to snub him. Once the flecks of dirt were brushed off, the organs still did their job. He had rivals, frontstabbers who majored in the mongering of rumors. His reputation was too strong to be eroded by gossip no matter how many boobs he made.

			The first shop in the arcade sold dangly things. Mopp was well into these, although he quickly tired of each new purchase. They hung in a closet at home or ended up gift-wrapped for a relation. It was the act of buying the items that gave him the hots—and would get him into scalding water if he lost his position as Chief Surgeon at Nub City Infirmary. The lecture circuit would be fine for the occasional spree, but he needed a regular pay packet to feed his consumer habit.

			Good afternoon, my name is Selwyn Mopp. I’m a shopaholic.

			By the time he’d bought a dangly piece of merchandise and moved on to the second store, he was running out of time. He didn’t need to buy anything; he had all the useful gizmos, clothes, and knickknacks he could ever want. There was no room left in his four-story house, chock full of trinkets. And there was something obscene about spending money frivolously while so many cats were out of work, their savings kaput after the austerity era of the Cod Wars. Banks foreclosed themselves, small cities went bankrupt; Nub itself was in a deep Depression, up to the tip of its tail in economic woe. Since no cat really wanted to work, unemployment was rampant, and the only stock of any value was the kind that came in beef cubes.

			Nevertheless, a purchase made Mopp feel better; beat the waiting room blues. Every acquisition gave him a sprightly lift … until he reached his credit limit. Then it was cold turkey until payday. The salary went into his account on a monthly basis; those thirty days could seem like nine lifetimes.

			The second store, Feline Groovy, sold hippie fare—bead necklaces, incense burners, and environmentally friendly kitty litter. The owner raised his forepaws in dismay as Mopp bumped into a lava lamp.

			“Watch out, dude! You break it, you pay for it.”

			The owner was Sonny, a shorthair Singapura with pink shades covering its big eyes, and a tie-dye sweatshirt over his ticked fur coat. He was a tiny, tan-colored dude, half the size of a regular cat, and he smelled crusty, like he hadn’t washed himself in weeks.

			There was no way any of the goods in the store could appeal to the doctor. A confirmed meatatarian, he’d never attended a give-peas-a-chance demo, never touched catnip like this hippie Singapura obviously had. He saw enough of the ill effects that drug could cause in the casualty ward. By the smell of things, the owner was burned out on the substance.

			“What can I get for this?” Mopp asked, scattering his remaining change on the counter.

			“Not a lot, effendi. Maybe one o’ these.” The hippie produced a sachet filled with gray powder.

			“I don’t partake of nepeta cataria,” said Mopp, holding up his paws in protest.

			“Hey, neither do I, effendi. Not on the record, anyway. This ain’t that.”

			“It ain’t? I mean, it isn’t?”

			“No siree Bobby Junior. This here,” the hippie leaned in close enough for Mopp to gag at his breath, “is hard to find as a turtle’s tuchus. It’s finely ground mouse.”

			“Powdered mouse? Are you nuts? That’s totally illegal!”

			“Who’s to know what you’ve got unless you tell ’em?”

			Mopp barely hesitated. Ground mouse had a reputation. Its uncommon properties got some cats so excited that it sent them to the heights of ecstasy; it was frowned on in polite society.

			“I’ll throw in some Yummy Chunks, too, with extra yeast…”

			“I’ll take it.” The sachet joined the dangly thing in a flashy shopping bag. It was time for Mopp to go back to work before someone spotted him. The operating theater was booked solid for the next six hours, with invalids already prepped. Although Mopp would have plenty of support, it was still his shift, the lives of the patients his responsibility. He would have to maintain his wits and stay away from the high street until the next opportunity presented itself. Late-night shopping on Thursday, maybe.

			 

			First on the slab of doom was a lardy fellow called Churchouse. Arteries hardened, heart in trouble, ugly as seven shades of silt. Mopp split him open with an intern’s fervor, a tape playing the latest hit from hip-hop DJ Doctor Phat. The heart still beat, taking its time to pump its cargo around Mr. Churchouse’s system. Mopp poked at it, jiggled it about a bit, then sewed the guy back together.

			“I’ve done my best with this one,” he explained to the nurse who licked his brow. “Next!”

			Case number two was a lad who’d sewn his ears shut, an extreme protest against Prohibition, which banned the storage, transportation, and consumption of mice. The authorities saw Prohibition as a necessity; cats loved chasing and eating mice so much that the rodents had grown scarce. Rats were still plentiful, but mice were a no-no. Since no one had listened to the protester’s initial, peaceful objections, he’d resorted to this stunt. Usually a case for the ER, this cloth-eared youth had left his wounds to fester. Delicate skin had grown around the infected areas, making the doctor’s task a tricky one. He repaired the damage and neatened up the lobes without causing any loss of hearing. With luck and the chance to heal, the patient’s aural faculties would be better than they’d been before the self-abusive act.

			Miracle number three involved a punctured lung. Some careless tabby on a crowded tram had stabbed the patient with a long, filthy claw. Fortunately, the sheath had remained embedded in the chest, preventing any flooding of the lung. As Mopp fixed the mess, he grew tired. His paws quaked, and he forgot the names of important surgical instruments. Instead of forceps, he asked for chopsticks.

			“Getting hungry, Doctor?” asked the anesthetist. He didn’t mean anything by it, yet Mopp took it the wrong way, returning the comment with a glower.

			What if I make a mistake? It was what he’d been dreading for months. My paw could slip; I could forget what I’m doing, where I am. What if I have some terrible brain disease? I’ll be scuppered for sure then. Ironic. I’d be the only one qualified to operate on myself around here. The only cat I trust. Some days, he couldn’t remember his own name. Knew it sounded like a household object, but that left the field wide open. The cleaners would know.

			Mopp saved the patient, patching up the lung with help from an intern. By the time the fourth case was wheeled in, the doctor’s sight was blurred. A John Doe had been attacked from behind; some ne’er-do-well had bitten a chunk out of his back. Mopp wanted to rest. He thought about the unnecessary items he’d purchased that day.

			I’m a silly old cat. Got no business here, threatening innocent people’s lives. Got to quit. He would write a letter as soon as he got home and hand in his notice in the morning. The administrator would enjoy that. First, he had to finish what he’d started.

			Ensuring that the back and caudal bones were straight and secured on the operating table, Mopp removed all infected tissue and checked the sacral bones. Everything seemed in order, nothing severed. Placing gauze over the bite, he protected the wound from further harm. He was flying blind now, relying on instinct rather than his fuzzy sight. He could do this in his sleep, had done it a hundred times before.

			“This felis domesticus unconscious mustn’t be moved for some time, nurse. Please see that the details go on his chart.”

			Mopp’s final job was a cosmetic one; an actor called Hairy Bancroft in for routine liposuction. By the time the surgeon was done, sitting panting in a narrow corridor, the windows were mottled with rain again. Staff entered the hospital drenched to the skin and unhappy. The wind was too strong for an umbrella to withstand, ready to turn it outside in, and wreck it in seconds. Rainfall levels were at a record high; the autumn seemed to be lasting forever.

			After taking forty winks, Mopp stumbled to his office, taking care not to slip on the wet puddles left by dripping visitors. It wouldn’t do for them to find him flat on his keister, even if it happened by accident. Reaching his sanctum, he found the administrator.

			“Attabi!” Mopp exclaimed. “I don’t think I heard you knock. Maybe because I wasn’t here when you snuck into my room.”

			“You know I have the authority to rifle through your things if I’m in a nosy mood,” the administrator replied in a light tone. “You have something to tell me?”

			Mopp felt the weight of the hospital on his shoulders. This was his chance to come clean, express his fears to a cat who could sympathize… or destroy him. It wasn’t worth the risk. He bottled out. “I don’t think there’s anything I want to discuss.”

			Attabi pursed his lips, tail coiling. “I’ve let you get away with a lot in this hospital,” he said. “Allowed your reputation to buoy you up, as it were.”

			Mopp nodded carefully.

			“I’ve turned a blind eye to your eccentricities, your lengthy lunch breaks, your outmoded opinions.” Attabi drew closer to the surgeon. “You know why?”

			“Because I’m your elder and better?”

			“You are venerated, Doctor. I admire what you’ve done, the discoveries you made while I was still clamped to my mother’s bosom. That’s what makes this so difficult. I can’t ignore what’s going on in my institution, in this office. I have an obligation, by gum. You see that, don’t you?”

			I don’t see much these days, Mopp thought, his eyes rolling about a bit. “I do,” he told Attabi. “Clearer than I’ve seen anything in a long time.”

			“How d’you mean?” Attabi asked.

			“I mean… I’m too old. Too run down to carry out my obligations.” The surgeon cleared his throat, trying to look his boss in the eye. It wasn’t easy. “My sight, hearing, and balance are all impaired. It’s time I retired.”

			The administrator sank into a chair, brow furrowed. He lifted a plastic bag from the floor and dumped the contents onto Mopp’s desk. “And you thought this could help?”

			The doctor’s shoulders drooped. He’d given the game away, spilled the beans and every other vegetable in his metaphorical allotment. Attabi wasn’t interested in his age. He was staring at the sachet. “It’s tough enough treating junkies in this place. We can’t have staff addicted as well. Plus, if what you’re telling me about your physical state is true… perhaps mouse powder has affected your health.”

			“You’re probably right,” Mopp said softly. “I’ll clear out my desk in the morning.”

			“You can do it now,” said Attabi. “I have more competent staff to concern myself with.”

			Mopp nodded slowly as the administrator left the room. He fell to the floor, licking up the contents of the sachet until there was no evidence left. All his personal bits and bobs fit in the carrier. He was surprised to find some loose change in a pencil holder. Wrapping himself in a heavy overcoat, he left the hospital and found himself back on the high street, tingling from his fix.

			By now, all the shops were closed and only a few windows were lit. The wind blew the heavy rain sideways into his face, penetrating his coats. His paws were horribly damp. Attabi would probably sell his story to the papers, making a fast buck at Mopp’s expense. It didn’t matter anymore. Unable to pay his credit card bills and loans, the surgeon would soon receive a visit from the tailbreakers.

			The hippie was heading the other way, a bobbly hat protecting his ears, squinting against the downpour. Mopp stopped him mid-lope.

			“There’s nothing open this time of night?” the doctor asked in desperation.

			“Nah.” The hippie paused. “I know you! Wrecked anything lately?” The hippie’s eyelids were heavy with nip.

			“Only my career.” Mopp smiled sadly. “Kind of on purpose. So my boss wouldn’t feel bad about firing me.”

			“It’s never too late to hit restart, my friend. My dad’s gone back to college. Dropped out when I was born. He’s starting a whole new life.”

			“What’s he studying?”

			“Uh… dunno. Something to do with consumerism in contemporary society.”

			“A new career, eh?”

			“Listen, effendi, you’ll catch pneumonia stopping people in the street and talkin’ small. I got to go.”

			“Sure, sure.” Mopp watched the retailer turn a corner, disappearing into the gloom of a dripping side street. He followed the soggy moggy, and at the other end of the passageway, he saw one small gleam of hope. A shop was still open, selling frilly undies. A quick spend would relieve his despair for at least an hour.

			There was no storekeeper inside, any hard sell. He slunk past the lacy lingerie and perused the thongs and see-through boxer shorts. The register was empty, its drawer sticking free like a dry black tongue. No sale. It didn’t matter, he had to buy something. Picking a pair of briefs with a hand-stitched flap at the back for his tail, he placed his loose change in the cash drawer and shoved the pants in his soggy coat pocket.

			He was about to leave when he spied a sign pointing towards the rear of the store: MORE BARGAINS THIS WAY. He couldn’t resist. He heard distant, high-pitched voices shouting, “Heave! Heave!” as he made his way back past the frillies. 

			A low timber beam bopped his noggin. He let out a low growl—he would have an unsightly lump on his head. This had to be the unluckiest day of his life.

			There were no goods out back; whoever was out there had booby-trapped the area. A long-handled fire ax was suspended from the timber, and as Mopp passed through, it swung down to cleave his head in two.

			He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. For once, both pupils were aimed in the same direction, although they were separated by several inches.

			 

			It wasn’t easy finding a place to live in the overpopulated city. Plenty of folk were moving to the green belt, commuting to work. It made sense: there was more room out there, plenty of field mice, no pollution, no noise. The only snag was the travel time, wearing workers out before they reached the office. They blamed their bleary heads on the fresh country air.

			In the boroughs of Nub City, cats lived virtually on top of each other. House prices were high, food was scarce, with cats lining up and crying for food and a soup kitchen on every second block. One in four cubs was born with chronic asthma. Most urbanites had adapted to their tough environment—they were used to the noise, breathed in scum, and got on well with their neighbors. They found the countryside too clean or quiet. They needed the sounds of trams and rowdy goons to lull them to sleep every night.

			They didn’t care about what went on when they hit the hay. When the sun went down, the streets turned black, and nocturnal citizens came out to play, to hunt. Disco kids looked for love; barflies and insomniacs hogged the milk bars. Strip joints flared into life, peddling exhibitionists. Females on heat! See the fur fly! Guaranteed six naked, musky mammaries! If you hung around the seedy streets long enough, you’d find drag queens, frisky kittens, cattle with unnatural appetites. A detective named Tiger Straight spent the night in a diner lapping sour milk from a dirty dish, trench coat cinched around his waist, fedora at a tipsy angle, a terse expression on his gray mackerel tabby face, unable to doze with his head full of crimes unsolved.

			As dawn grayed into existence, the red lights ebbed. Floozies stopped patrolling the streets. Cops swapped shifts and vulgar stories. Steel shutters tucked adult wares out of sight on all school routes. The youngsters were the shiftiest cats in Nub, stealing anything not nailed down, from spicy magazines to kitten carriers.

			Drove Loan had once been a country lane. Hedged with green foliage, winding parallel to a bonny brook, it had linked two villages. The city had swallowed up the villages and the quaint little lane had been widened, resurfaced, and repaved. Now it was littered with cigarette butts and scattered treats, the sidewalks polka-dotted with hairballs hawked from the mouths of jaywalkers. The lane was cleaned once a week by a council employee who wasn’t famous for taking pride in his work. For the rest of the week Drove Loan, like the borough it traversed, was left to fester.

			An occasional tram rattled past Tiger Straight’s apartment, threatening to loosen the windows from their frames. He wasn’t fussed. A vase perched on the edge of the sideboard, ready to fall and shatter next time the 2R zipped past. He didn’t care about that either. The vase could bleed all over the floor as far as he was concerned. He hadn’t been back from the diner for very long, and he wasn’t allowed to stay—he was having a final clear-out.

			The windowpanes were muggy with dirt. They hadn’t been cleaned for three weeks. Tiger had paid the cleaner off on his last visit, explaining that he couldn’t afford him anymore. Unless the cleaner was willing to work for free, the windows would have to go unbuffed.

			Tiger had gone without fresh milk for a few days as well. He’d left a note for the dairy, which was quite content to deliver pints to his home as long as he paid off his tab on a monthly basis. The tab had got extremely long that year, and when a couple of heavies had arrived in a milk float to settle the bill, he’d had to explain his financial situation to them. Bottles were no longer delivered to his address. Not that he had one, officially speaking. He was being evicted.

			Tiger’s apartment was fully furnished. It came complete with a leather Chesterfield, an antique standard lamp, a king-size bed, and a scratching post. The walls were decorated with beautifully crafted streamline moderne artwork, as well as a painting of apes playing pool. The place had central heating, double-glazing, and a mirror-lid television. None of it belonged to Tiger.

			One bounced rent check, that’s all it had taken. It wasn’t the fact that he hadn’t had the money to pay his landlord. The returned check had got him evicted, and there was only one possession that he cared to keep. It sat in a long tan case, carefully cushioned to stop it rattling.

			Losing your home is a stressful experience, so he aimed to get some relaxation. The best place for that had to be the communal sunbaths. As long as you had a chunk of raw meat for the leopard at the door, he’d give you a sleep rug and beckon you in. Tiger picked a spot where he’d have plenty of space to roll about, flopped his rug down, and lay on his back, gazing up at the multiple skylights. They let in rivers of sunlight, raying the cats around him with heat to soothe the most savage aches.

			He flexed his paws, warmth suffusing his body. His tail went limp. He panted softly, keeping himself cool. Other cats blinked at him, broad smiles on their faces. Everyone in the baths seemed content.

			Tiger was about to drift off when a fat voice aroused him. “I’ve been looking for you, Mr. Straight.”

			Tiger gazed up, eyes already beginning to gum with slumber. The voice belonged to a broad bobcat with a towel wrapped around his waist.

			“If you’re looking for a bathing buddy,” Tiger drawled, “you picked the wrong cat.”

			“Too hot in here for me,” said the bob, licking his paws. “If I wanted this kinda heat, I’d move to the jungle. I’m from the letting agency, Mr. Straight. Your office’s rent’s in arrears. You’re hereby instructed to clear your stuff outta there and stay out.”

			Tiger closed his eyes, frowned a little. First his apartment, now the office. How was a detective supposed to pay the bills with no clients and no prayer of an overdraft? His brothers didn’t have this kind of trouble. They were all engineers, soldiers, and civil servants. They were able to go for a bath without being harassed by creditors.

			This particular debt collector was a zealot with a capital ZZZ. He waited for his charge to get up, wash the sweat from his fur, snatch up the tan case, and head out of the honey-lit building. Tiger stopped at the exit, handing his rug to a muscle-bound leopard.

			“You want to watch that bob over there,” Tiger whispered to the big cat. “He don’t like your kind. Called you a spotty nose heel.” The leopard growled and padded over to deal with the letting agent. Tiger headed for his office, situated in an old, condemned building near Totterdown.

			The office was furnished with a walnut desk, a tattered seat cushion, and a goldfish bowl. Tiger dipped a paw into the bowl, scaring the finned inhabitant out of its meager wits. The detective wasn’t hungry yet; he’d wait until teatime.

			The desk was full of files, records of past glories, and recent bills. He placed his tan case on the desktop, then tore up late reminders and bank statements. One or two folders fell open, revealing their contents like fleet memories. The Case of the Monkey’s Uncle, the Rodeo Pirates, the Married Martinet—that file could never see the light of day again. Into the trash, it flew.

			A dirty mirror hung above the goldfish bowl. Tiger caught his reflection. The trench coat was disheveled, his whiskers out of place. His fur, gray with concentric black rings, was matted from the day’s heat. He felt clapped out.

			Back to the files, more rubbish for the tin bin: the Cartoon Conundrum, the Golden Dog, the Living Dustbins, the Goat Train. All mysteries solved by the detective in better, more lucrative times. The prowlers, Nub City’s police force, had come to him for answers, and he’d sold them at a premium rate. Now the rigors of the Depression had drained the cops’ coffers, all his income had dried up, and his brains were half daft with too many riddles. His reputation had dissipated with the last generation of quick-witted peelers. His partner had left to study entomology.

			Once the last folder had been shoveled into the bucket, Tiger struck a match and dropped it in. The pyre crumbled into ash, releasing a satisfying sigh. A red glow was mirrored in his lime-green eyes. About time the office got some heating of its own.

			“Bored, Mr. Straight?” 

			Tiger turned with a start. He hadn’t heard the dame enter, despite keen hearing. The ragdoll was perched on the edge of the desk, her tail coiled tight, a thin red dress covering her ginger fur. Tiger stood up, offered her the cushion. She was happy on her perch.

			“I’m closing up, ma’am,” Tiger drawled. “No fire sale, no retirement due. I’m out of here.”

			“Just as soon as you’ve heard my piece.” The detective tried to keep an eye on the smoldering paper. It was hard with the distraction on his desk. She talked fast, even for a broad—life or death fast, as if he was the only private investigator in the book. He settled back to listen, not that he had much choice.

			“I know you’ve got a handle on the Totterdown district,” said the dame. “You solved more cases than a hundred cops down that way.” Maybe she was older than she looked. “My mother done told me. You know Argyle Street, the way it breaks off into so many tributaries—little arched alleys and crossroads where no good is happy to take place?” She gave Tiger time to nod, then went on. “I know it too, ’cause my four brothers lived there. Cammy, Beast, Grass, Skead. They ran a pest control business. They don’t control anything anymore.

			“These boys were respected; if they were short of dough and the tax was due, the neighbors would help ’em out. Totterdown’s like that. My brothers always paid folk back and made an honest living, as honest as can be in this part of town. They had no enemies, as I can think of, apart from the wee critters they exterminated. All the same, I was visiting them last week (they were out of milk, and you know how sour a tomcat gets when he ain’t got a saucer to sup). I picked up seven pints from the dairy. Came up to their house, a place with stained roof tiles and rot in the walls. I let out a halloo. No answer. Slunk inside—not a breath. I checked the kitchen, the dining room. Nothing.

			“Upstairs they were. Upstairs laid in their beds, looking so peaceful. They were dead, Mr. Straight. Killed.” The visitor pulled a silk handkerchief from who-knew-where and dabbed her eyes. “Some freak tied them down, forced them to eat their own poison. The prowlers don’t give a hoot, which only leaves me. I heard you were closing down, came here quick. Wondered if you wanted to end your career in a blaze of glory. Find the murderer and mete out some Argyle-style justice.”

			The detective was enthralled by the story. So caught up that he’d allowed the flames to spread from the bucket up the side of the desk. Now it singed his tail and made him jump.

			“Excuse me!” He raced down the corridor until he found a discarded litter tray. It was full of sand and well used. Barging back past his would-be client, he threw the contents onto the fire. They didn’t set it back by much but created a terrible stench.

			“Not mine. Honest.” Tiger yanked the frail out of his office, and they made for the street. “The building was getting old anyway,” he said. “I wish you’d turned up a week ago, honey. Coulda paid my insurance.”

			The broad looked bashful. “I don’t have any dough. I was hoping that blazing end to your career stuff would be enough to—”

			“To sucker me in,” sighed Tiger. She nodded. “Close,” said the detective. “Bed and board, that’s all I need. A floor to sleep on and a bite to eat. No things attached.”

			Not every female trusted a tom enough to let him spend the night in her home. Connie Hant knew Tiger’s honest rep, and she needed to find a killer. Stowing a PI in the spare room sounded like a great idea.

			“You’re hired,” she said with a mischievous smile. Tiger liked that smile a lot.

		

	
		
			3

			Another day, another new hotel.

			For the past few years, Cole had been sinking money into leisure. It was a growth industry, booming despite the collapsed economy, or so his financial advisors said. Cats needed a distraction from their financial troubles. So Cole’s corporation had funded hotels, casinos, saunas, and sunbaths, all in the hope that tourists would take the bait.

			They came. They weren’t to know that Totterdown had once been the poorest part of the city. There were still some dodgy back streets if you cared to take a walk on the wild side. Cole aimed to keep his guests in the hotels and their surrounding compounds, eating and gambling there. That way, his investments would eventually pay off.

			He liked to oversee the building work—the laying of the first keystone, the last roof tile, the final double-glazed window. The workers’ morale received a boost, and he felt that he had done some work.

			Truth to tell, his business ran itself. He was called upon to make a decision or two—invest here, sell a subsidiary there. He attended board meetings, business lunches (lots of business lunches), press gatherings, and functions. Not real work, nothing that stretched his mind. Only detection did that.

			Cole Tiddle, an ebony Bombay with short hair soft as velvet, grand viveur, debonair cat-about-town, enjoyed nothing better than solving a mystery. He had fallen into the trade, helping clueless employees, tracking down debtors, and finding stolen diamonds as effortlessly as he would scratch a fleabite. The papers loved his successes, and he quickly buried his failures.

			This week, he’d retrieved a lost mongoose, unmasked a flasher on a rollercoaster ride, and foiled a blood bank robbery. The hotels had still opened on time, and Tiddles Inc. made a constant profit. No sweat.

			His hobby wasn’t born of boredom or a desire to help the common moggy. He had a skill for intelligent detection, a rare gift that he would have been churlish to hide. It was a gift to be shared with the prowler department, the press, and a stranger in trouble. He could afford to devote a lot of time to aiding them. If he received praise and good PR in return, then fine. If a couple of professional dicks were put out of work as a result… tough kitty.

			Although Cole had never known hunger, he kept himself lean and well-toned. He stuck to a tough fitness regime every morning in his private gym. He’d had his wine cellar converted in his youth, and although the equipment was now several years old, it was still in good working order—tail weights, a whisker stretcher, a tummy rubber. His routine was consistent and repetitive: he’d stretch his limbs, complete several circuits at a run, then climb a wooden column in the center of the gym. The column sported stubby branches that he would chew and scratch. His body was toughened daily, and he practiced martial arts with disciplined aplomb.

			Today, his muscles ached for action. He’d rushed his dawn routine to get to the building site, offering the builders a superior nod, giving his new hotel a cursory inspection. The Duncan looked sturdy enough, shiny, welcoming. A room there would be costly, but the guests who could afford it would be pampered. The reception desk was already polished and primed. An envelope addressed to Cole sat next to the register book.

			He opened the note and gave it a sniff. Room 203. One of his many lady belles, without a doubt. Hopping into a paternoster elevator, he hoped she was one of the young impulsive types, the kind who let loose at lunchtime.

			No floozy in Room 203. All Cole found was a ball of wool, placed tantalizingly on the bed. He sat beside it, pawed it a little. It rolled away. Stilling it with his other paw, he watched the loose end of the yam. It didn’t move. He crushed it between both paws, losing his composure, twisting his hind legs around so that he could use all fours. In his excitement, he fell from the bed, rankling the carpet, panting in a tangled heap of wool. 

			Enough. He was a grown tom with responsibilities and a respectable family. Separating himself from the tempting web, he chanced a last anguished look before leaving the room.

			So what, Cole thought as he left the hotel compound. We all let our fur down sometimes. All males are kittens deep down. I was getting in touch with my inner cub.

			As he took his personal tram home, Cole knew he’d done wrong. He resolved to restrain himself in the future. The resolution made him feel safer, and he relaxed for a cross-city nap. His folly had tuckered him out.
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			Connie Hant resided on Lavis Lane, in a one-bedroom apartment with no mod cons. Bead curtains were draped over the entranceway, offering her scant privacy from the other fifteen families living in her tenement.

			In an attempt to brighten the gloomy apartment, she’d tried her paw at a spot of home improvement. Her brothers had pitched in, painting the lounge a sunflower yellow, the bedroom pink, everywhere else white. She’d stenciled bluebird silhouettes on the kitchen cupboards. The white showed every hair, and she felt embarrassed if friends visited while she was molting.

			She felt strangely comfortable with her new guest—perhaps due to his role as confidant. She was the first to admit that she was a user. When she wasn’t relying on her brothers, she was cared for by one of her jellybeans. She never planned on exploiting them, yet it had happened with the last two beaux. She wasn’t much good at holding down a job, doing what the boss told her, acting obsequious. She was a free spirit, getting up when she wanted to, and working when she had to.

			A regular salary was alien to her. The males in her life had always brought home the bacon, indulged her whims. She’d cultivated a helpless manner that turned the blokes to blancmange. Their wallets were hers.

			Connie would have been quite happy to settle down with one of those partners, but they never stuck around long enough. Her brothers had been overprotective at times, making threats, and throwing garbage at passing suitors. She knew they were only kidding, testing the mettle of the prospective hubbies. The mates she’d dated obviously didn’t have mettle heavy enough to withstand the Hant cats’ taunts, as they’d soon given her the boot. Now the brothers were gone, perhaps her love-luck would change.

			Tiger was the first male to spend the night in her apartment that year. She was pretty, and her assumed ditziness made her all the more desirable. The detective hadn’t made a play for her yet, and she was beginning to wonder if he’d been neutered. His lack of interest was exasperating; his grizzled good looks certainly held her attention. There was no way she was going to make the first move, that was for sure. Besides, he had no money; unless he won the lottery, he was no good to her.

			Tiger had dutifully slept on a pile of cushions in the lounge, woken by sunlight peeking through Venetian blinds. He grabbed himself a salmon for breakfast, prowling the streets before Connie was awake. A female of leisure. He liked that. Without her brothers to pay the rent, she’d soon be begging for work. He liked that less.

			His main aim was to solve his final case before he wore out his welcome with Connie. To do that, he had to visit the zoo.

			
			Nub City Zoological Park had once been a botanical garden. Visiting cats had stripped the trees clean of bark and chewed on plants until they withered, despite protesting signs. Although the gardens had long since been filled with exotic fauna, a few notices still remained: 

			NO ROLLING ON THE GRASS, DO NOT FEED THE VISITORS, CAT CHORUSES PROHIBITED.

			Unfortunately, most of the animals were more edible than the plants they’d replaced. They were carefully separated from the public by a deep moat. The zoo animals could roam freely on their own little islands, their food funded by entrance fees. Only one group of inhabitants couldn’t be contained this way.

			The keeper who took care of these creatures was so dedicated that she took on some of their characteristics. That would have been fine if her charge had been a wombat or a walrus. Natasha Lindsay’s wee ones were insects.

			They lived in a vast conservatory, all tinted glass and humidity. They weren’t cooped up for malicious reasons; many of them had been rescued from bogs or tram accidents, nursed back to health. For safety reasons, glass stood between the bugs and cats who would have dearly loved to eat them.

			Although it was clear some arachnids were capable of intelligent thought, insects lived a link farther down the food chain. The conservatory contained ladybirds, locusts, beetles, midges, and many more species besides. Natasha ate none of them; her love of insects was too great. She’d even taken to wearing a Deely bobber on her head, two fluffy
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