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			A Curious Cat, Prowling Though Milk Treading.

			Picture this: an elegant restaurant, candles glowing on the table, a couple, Julius and Camilla, sit gazing raptly into each other’s eyes, but it’s not quite how it seems. Pay attention because these diners have nine lives.

			British writer Nick Smith’s Milk Treading follows an investigative-reporter type named Julius as he ferrets out facts about the suicide of his best friend. By the way, Julius is a cat. The novel is a mystery, but it has some parallels to George Orwell’s Animal Farm.

			—Jacki Lyden, NPR’s All Things Considered

			In the city of Bast, in Nick Smith’s novel Milk Treading, the mayor is embattled with the Church, gangs are at war in the slums, class distinctions are important, and racial tensions are at a boiling point. The controlling denizens of Bast are cats, the racial tensions are with dogs, and the mayor is a lion. 

			We view this world primarily through the eyes of Julius Kyle, a (feline) novelist-turned-journalist who is trying to make sense of his morally corrupt world by investigating the gang conflicts. It is gritty in parts—there are vicious fights—and there is love, betrayal, grinding poverty, and political corruption. Smith has a marvelous, sardonic, and very dry wit that serves to keep the story from being relentlessly depressing. 

			This is a deeply disturbing, thought provoking and quite remarkable novel. It offers an edgy and inventive approach to social commentary.

			—Lisa Murray, Friends of the Library

			This cat-centered political thriller has a weird charm, not to mention considerable humor. This level of invention deserves recognition. 

			—A.L. Kennedy, writer

			I was delighted by the idea of the feline world as a thriller setting. …Edgy and inventive.

			—Ellen Galford, writer

			One of the most inventive novels to come out in years. 

			—Tod Goldberg, Las Vegas Mercury

			Any debut novelist … to produce such an inventive political satire is worth a look… he writes with wit and energy, creating a memorable brood of characters, and skillfully building the sense of unease between sides as the action zeroes toward its bloodthirsty conclusion.

			—The List

			Absolutely chockablock with surprises… fantastic book … with a lot of humor in it.

			—BBC Radio

			“Animal Farm meets Trainspotting”

			Milk Treading is the only completely cat-centered political thriller/detective story I’ve ever read. The characters are all cats, dogs, and assorted rodents, and British author Nick Smith does an amazing job of capturing real cat behavior…

			Parts are gritty—this isn’t your mother’s fuzzy kitty story. These cats hunt, scheme, love, and fight for their survival in a world of political intrigue and fierce territorial disputes. And it’s a fun—and funny—novel, with a quirky, dry wit… Animal Farm meets Trainspotting, or maybe Die Hard meets The Aristocats.

			Corrupt politicians, illicit romance, hack journalists, venal church officials, deadly gang rumbles, slums, class conflict, catnip parties, pro-wrestler-turned-celebrity, murder, mayhem, and milk treading—this has it all! 

			—Amazon Movers and Shakers
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			Where the hell am I?

			Julius Kyle was cold, even though he was buried beneath two shovelfuls of sand and his fur coat.

			Another frosty morning. Julius half-opened an eye to explore the dawn. A trail of ice clung to the railings, warning him to stay in the sand. He hadn’t woken up this early since his schooldays. Years of sloth, lack of discipline, and an air of contempt for the world had got him used to a 10 a.m. wake-up call. Later in the day, around mid-afternoon, if it was warm enough, he would usually take a nap to sleep off his lunch. Today was an exception, a real wake-up call.

			He had to be at work on time.

			He’d been summoned. An appointment had been scheduled with the editor, Morris Aigret. Tardiness would not do. Morris had already warned him that he had to shape up and work harder. There were deadlines to meet, celebrities impatient to be interviewed, and readers hungry for daily scoops. The first time Morris had chastised him, Julius was indignant, affronted, dismissive—but he’d taken the editor’s words to heart. It was time for a few resolutions to be made.

			First resolution: Get to work. Julius got up and dusted himself down. Damp clumps of grit fell down his back. This wasn’t right. The smell, the bright light, the way that the world around him was moving, but he was standing still.

			What was I drinking last night?

			He kicked sand toward the railings, watching it ghost away in the morning breeze. He was standing on a mound of the stuff and starting to feel seasick. His nose was moist with tears and snot. That was supposed to be a sign of ill health, right? A wet nose meant you were coming down with something nasty. He dabbed at his nose, wiped it twice. It had always looked too big for his face, out of proportion. A blot on his copybook features.

			You look fine, he told himself. Everybody’s insecure. 

			It took him a while to get his bearings. Mast, funnel, cabin, bow, squared-off stern. He was on a sand barge littered with cat droppings, drifting downriver. If he squinted hard enough, he could see the ghettos on the south bank. Now he knew why he felt so cold.

			I have to get home, get ready for work.

			Julius couldn’t see a crewmember or a captain. Perhaps he’d thrown them all overboard in a drunken rage the night before. Hardly likely, as he had a slight physique with the width of a standard lamp. The only sensation that clung tight to his fuddled brain was a headache that pumped in time to the barge sluice.

			Julius cocked his ears as he explored the cabin. No pilot, few controls. A barge programmed to carry its cargo along the river in an untiring circuit. 

			The rudder controls looked easy enough to operate. He overrode the autopilot, fumbling in his haste. Once he had steered the barge toward the right bank, he walked to the stern, leaning on a railing to support himself. It was difficult for him to keep his balance, the river churning underneath him unsettling the rickety barge.

			The vessel accelerated, heading for the nearest jetty, water ribboning past the bow, and Julius had no intention of falling overboard.

			Accelerating?

			The owners of the barge wouldn’t be happy. Not that they’d be able to vent their rage on him if he stayed on the boat, which was on a collision course with a small, moored tanker.

			I’m going to be late for work.

			There was no time to get to the rudder controls, so he leaped for the jetty, his tail catching on the railing as he jumped through the air. The barge struck the tanker with a dull thud, sinking with alarming speed.

			Julius picked himself up, walked away from the mess and headed home, hoping no one saw him. He didn’t stop to count his bruises; he was still in a daze from the night before. And he couldn’t afford to lose his job.

			Visions slipped into his head as he left the riverbank. The night had been wild and long, with a modicum of merriment. At the end of the night, he’d tried to slink back to his digs. Around him the buildings had stretched into lean, bending pillars, making it difficult for him to lean against them when he felt woozy. He vaguely remembered a sensation of being lifted, carried; someone had dropped him. He’d hit his head. He suspected that someone had slung him onto the barge, but he had no idea who’d done it.

			It didn’t take him long to reach his house, where he gave himself a quick wash. His claws scarped on the linoleum as he rushed to the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and smoothed down his matted hair. Sleep clung to the lids of his moon-crescent eyes. He didn’t consider himself a heavy drinker, but when he got going with his workmate, Mick, he would often end up stumbling home. Last night was a speedline blur. He needed some milk.

			Julius had insisted that his kitchen be fitted with the biggest fridge in the showroom. It took up half the room. Popping open the paw-marked appliance, he scanned the row of milk bottles on the top shelf.

			A mixture of fresh, dodgy, and extremely gone off. Resolution two: clear out the fridge tonight.

			Insistent wind rattled at the back window shutters: Julius’s ears twitched and stretched back a little. Someone had been in the spare room again, snooping around. Julius popped out the back to check; he could see the telltale signs. A patch of trampled carpet, overturned trash, a shutter left half-open. The trespasser hadn’t bothered to latch it properly on his way out. A burglar wouldn’t have been so careless—this was more likely to be a nosy neighbor, or a crazy fan.

			Nobody likes to have their privacy invaded. It’s something you never get used to, having your life disturbed, your personal objects perused. But journalists tend to be cynical about most things, and a hack like Julius had done a little invading himself in his time.

			The prowlers wouldn’t be interested. They were sick of hearing from him. Still, the intrusion came as a surprise. He’d thought all that was over. He locked the shutters, sniffed the air, and took one last look around. Nothing. Paranoia followed him back to the kitchen, where he chewed on a dry kipper.

			He’d tried to consider aesthetics when purchasing the house, choosing a structure and decor that would impress any guest who turned up. Back when he’d had friends. He still kept the place clean; his sometimes-girlfriend Camilla bought the odd ornament or piece of furniture to fill empty corners. The atrium never lost its grandeur, with a small pool in the center for visitors to slake their thirst. But the house was so damned draughty. No matter how high Julius turned the heating, or how many blankets he placed on his bed, he was always freezing. Resolution three: invest in a duvet.

			The chime of a clock—ormolu, chosen by Camilla to help clutter the hallway—reminded Julius that he had other resolutions to keep.

			Throwing a snazzy sports jacket on over his fur coat and snagging his favorite trilby hat, he bolted out of the house and jumped on a passing tram. It was full to the brim with upright citizens—another reason why he didn’t like getting to work on time—a mass of whiskers, tails, and anoraks. He stood for the journey, his left paw clutching a strap. His fellow passengers looked half asleep, their inner eyelids closed, stifling yawns and sneezes. As far as modes of transport went, trams seemed like the unhealthiest. All those germs in such an enclosed space. Julius touched his nose; it was dry and warm.

			He missed Camilla.

			“Hey, pal.” A ginger face pushed its way into his field of vision. “Are you, uh…” It was a Manx, not the most quick-witted of breeds. “Y’know, aintcha that dude?”

			“No, I’m not.” The tram had arrived outside Bast Tower, and Julius pushed through a dense cloud of yuppies to get off.

			Against his better judgment, he turned his head to see the Manx leaning out of the carriage.

			“No need to be so rude,” the Manx whined. “Us cats have got to stick together.”

			Yeah, right. Us cats have to stick together.

			As the tram pulled away behind him, Julius watched a stream of pinstripe-suited bipedal tortoiseshell and Siamese cats shuffle into Bast Tower. They were glum, single-minded, staring straight ahead. A few mumbled good morning to each other at the entranceway, but no one was cheerful. No cat worth its salt looked forward to a work shift.

			Julius didn’t feel like being one of the crowd that day. Instead, he walked around the side of the gray building, scuffing his hind paws idly along the sidewalk. Anything to avoid starting the daily grind.

			On the right side of the tower was a neon sign that said The Scratching Post. His place of employment, the millstone around his neck. The sign hung above his office window, wide and smog-gray. The window was currently occupied by a gaggle of reporters and photographers, faces bristling with excitement, gesticulating in flashbulb frenzy. 

			At first, Julius thought that he was the center of this commotion until he turned to see the Persian cat on the bridge. It was his best friend, Mick.

			Eno Bridge stretched across a river that ran past Bast Tower, spanning a fifty-foot drop. It was a simple collection of red brick and steel girders, built to last. The subject of all the excitement was poised on a metal support, ready to jump.
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			NEW CASUALTY IN GANG WAR

			A youth from West Weiburg, Ostan, has become the latest victim of a gang dispute that has spread from the city slums to its commercial center.

			Grammar school-educated Henry Twip, from a well-to-do family, was caught off-guard as gang warfare erupted in his wealthy neighborhood.

			Although authorities have named no suspects in the case, members of the Clute and Wildcat gangs were witnessed during the pitched battle. Several toms fought tooth and claw over old feuds, territories, and the right to call themselves “top dogs.”

			According to an official prowler report, Twip interrupted a scrap between two large rivals. Instead of de-escalating the fight, Twip was torn apart by the cats. Twip was the only known fatality in the engagement.

			Similar acts of violence have become increasingly common in recent months, with gang territories increasing into districts that were previously considered safe for law-abiding residents. As yet, calls from civil security organizations for increased prowler presence have gone unanswered. 

			The mayor’s office declined to comment.

			News Report, The Scratching Post

			By Mick McClough

			“Listen, Mick, I’m here to help. Don’t do anything… I’m here to talk.” Julius edged his way along the bridge toward his friend, who didn’t take his eyes off the river below. 

			“Will you answer a question for me?”

			Mick didn’t make eye contact.

			“Someone was in my house last night,” Julius went on. “Was it you playing a prank?”

			Julius was trying to start a conversation, any kind of distraction from Mick’s morbid thoughts. An attempt to snap him back to his senses.

			“I’m not in the mood for pranks, Julius.” Mick’s voice was cold, disjointed; he cleared his throat. Moved closer to the edge. Julius had reached the steel support by now, moving slowly, his mind racing.

			“This is crazy, Mick. Why are you doing this to me? You can’t blame me if you’ve got a bad hangover. It was your idea to go drinking, probably. Get down from there.”

			The Persian turned to gaze sadly into his friend’s eyes. Julius wanted an explanation for Mick’s sudden depression, but there was no easy answer. Mick was burned out, tired; he’d been passed over for promotion year after year. He was a drone, nothing more, and until now he’d seemed content with the role. He shared a desk with Julius, and they knew each other very well—which made Mick’s actions all the more shocking.

			“Know anything about a party on a sand barge?” Julius asked softly. “No? Okay. You’re gonna make me late for work.” 

			Mick didn’t smile. He was looking down again, hanging tenuously from the support by one paw, the wind ruffling his long, soft fur. Julius reached out, ready to grab his friend and pull him back, but Mick didn’t even see him. He seemed oblivious to his surroundings as he took a step into thin air, allowing his body weight to plunge him off the bridge. Julius snatched at the air, almost falling with him. He used his tail to regain his balance.

			Mick’s body made few ripples as it hit the water; just a couple of laughter lines, which faded in seconds. Some of the photographers had reached the bank by now, yowling and snapping away at nothing. Julius’s eyes quested the river, looking for a sign that his friend had survived. 

			The photographers stopped shooting, walking tentatively along the bank, silt sucking at their paws. The horde of cats held their breaths in tormented silence, broken only by the sound of approaching sirens. The paramedics were too late. A bedraggled object had surfaced on the far side of the river; the dark, sodden body of a dead cat. The current moved its limbs in a parody of puppetry. Julius left his vantage point and made for his office, heart empty, feeling nothing but a chill ache.

			There was a paw print on his desk—Mick’s desk—where some roving reporter had gained a ringside perch to catch the action on the bridge.

			Julius wasn’t amused. He scowled as a cleaner began to clear Mick’s notes and belongings into a box. Only following orders. Not much to show for a lifelong career at the Post: a Dictaphone manged with newsprint, a stack of ten notebooks filled with sperm-like squiggles, a photograph of Mick’s Persian girlfriend, playing with a piece of string coy-as-you-please, a spike holding sheaves of faxes and a Rolodex. They all went into the grocery box that was stashed under the desk.

			That’ll be me in a few years, thought Julius. Dead, retired or (if he was really unlucky) moved north. He closed the window, refusing to meet the eyes of his colleagues. No one clapped him on the back in consolation, told him how sorry they were. There was an air of excitement in the office, subdued yet tangible, and a couple of reporters quibbled over who would cover Mick’s life story.

			The office was open plan, so when the editor wanted you, you knew it. All he had to do was flex a claw in your direction and you’d be summoned. A thrill of annoyance tickled Julius’s belly as his boss beckoned him over. He watched the editor’s tail, waiting for a twitch to signal that Morris Aigret was in a bad mood. Instead, it drooped lazily toward the floor.

			Morris was a big tom. His stomach barely squeezed between the arms of his swivel chair, fat and greased fur oozing through the gaps. He seemed to spend most of his time dozing, eyes closed, but if one of his staff put a step wrong, he’d bawl them out in a second. His word was law, although he was never described as fierce. Any warrior traits etched on his face were obscured by the pince-nez he always wore. The faded striplights above his desk gave him a sick, yellow halo.

			“You knew him best.” Morris shifted behind his desk, folds of flesh like the rollers on a mangle.

			“I ain’t doing the obit. I don’t want anything to do with this. I… I’m too close to it.”

			“You want the rest of the day off?” asked Morris impatiently.

			Julius shook his head.

			“I was only gonna ask if you knew why he did it,” Morris continued. “Somethin’ musta provoked him. Mick had a reason for everything he did. Roy’s coverin’ the story—front-page material. He might wanna talk to you later. In the meantime, I want you to pick up where Mick left off. The Wildcats.”

			Julius fidgeted, uncomfortable. Until recently, gang members had always been dismissed as boisterous kittens. There wasn’t much for an unemployed youth to do in the city of Bast, short of hanging around with friends and roaming the streets. But the youths had become more disaffected, less tolerant, as the city increased in prosperity. They’d recently taken to attacking cats who were from a different street, wearing different clothes, or—most irrational of all—a different breed.

			“There was no such violence when I was young,” said Morris with a smile. Good news stories were the only things that made him happy. He licked his red slug lips, his mind on the blind date he had set after work.

			“Mick was planning an interview, wasn’t he?” asked Julius, pulling a notebook from his jacket.

			“Just keep plugging at it. Something’s gonna break. I can smell it.”

			Morris closed his eyes, and Julius left him to his doze. One of your best employees has just topped himself and you’re thinking of headlines. A born journalist. That was why Morris was editor and Julius was a humble newshound.

			Julius scrabbled under Mick’s desk and pulled out the Rolodex. It was half-empty and the cards it held were grubby, well-perused. None of them seemed to relate to the gang story until Julius came across a card marked “Area Disputes.” Julius took the name underneath to be that of an informant:

			KING MARTI

			Everything fine and good until he saw Marti’s address. The hairs on the back of his head stood on end.

			3 MIRO STREET 

			THE DOGHOUSE
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			Vast tracts of tundra, dominoed with villages, separate the major cities. Goats roam there and newcomers are never made to feel particularly welcome by the stoic, hairy villagers that have made the plains their home. Thanks to the scant undergrowth and lack of trees, it is hard to find shelter from the frigid winds. It is little wonder that long ago, many cats migrated to the sprawling city of Bast. 

			Open to invading rivals at all times, until 100 years ago, Bast was always in a state of emergency, with a heavy reserve army. Now, its culture and sophistication belie its hostile past. The earliest art originates from this cool forest area; mighty trees and lakes add beauty to its environs. Although Bast is not the largest city, it has the densest population. It is easy to leave the built-up urban center for a while and breathe the cleaner air of the green belt. The River Hune splits Bast (a derivation of Bubastis, meaning “House of Bastet”) into two regions, and the inhabitants of each bank differ in their character and background. They look down on each other, but any feuds are short-lived.

			The accent in the city is on art, leisure, and shrewd commerce. Murals adorn a design district, where multi-level, fabric-covered towers invite shoppers to climb, lounge, and browse. Late-night running tracks are commonplace, within range of any wealthy cat who feels the need to zoom around for five minutes. The Crystal District is packed with jewelry stores, catching every eye with dazzling fine-cut sapphires and emeralds.

			Bast’s richer urban areas are refined and clean, while the poorer streets south of the river are less appealing. One of the southern districts has earned itself the nickname “The Doghouse.”

			“See the World on a Mouse a Day”

			Edited by Morris Aigret

			If you were old, small, rich, or scared easily, the Doghouse wasn’t a safe place to be. The housing estate stretched for twenty blocks by twelve. Bad enough at night, it was scarcely safe in daylight either. In more well-to-do areas of the city, cats exercised tolerance in all its civilized forms. You crossed a neighbor’s territory to get from A to B? They put up with it. You stepped on someone’s paw or stopped to sniff their fence? That was okay, so long as it didn’t happen again. 

			The Doghouse—sprawling, seedy, rundown, but ugly from inception—was a little more hostile. So much as breathe in the wrong direction and there’d be trouble. Big, life-or-death trouble. Patches of land were marked out by scents and lines in the dirt; maybe the odd picket fence or two. However, if you stumbled into the wrong territory, were caught unawares, or if a young male made a play for your piece of land, there were two choices: Lie down with your belly in the air, yield, and give up your property (live to fight another day); or raise your hackles and defend yourself, look out, he’s about to pounce, mind those claws, those teeth, don’t get petrified in the green headlamp eyes of your attacker, defend what’s rightfully yours—

			The residents of the Doghouse knew the gig. Stick to your own home, your own street, or the designated paths that bordered territories. Strangers were less than welcome, and Julius knew it. A sense of dread lingered at the back of his brain as he entered the district. No tramlines ran through the area; all public transport skirted it intentionally. Miro Street was a short walk from the last stop, but a shower of treacle-thick rain made the journey more difficult. His fur, gray with a patch of black around the right eye and ear, was drenched. Miro Street was too quiet and empty for his liking. The deluge had sent everyone scurrying for cover. He was glad when he found the right address.

			King Marti’s house was prefabricated, red-tiled, and ramshackle but dry. Julius stepped up to the front entrance with caution; he didn’t want to be mistaken for a member of a gang, or a cop. He never had time to knock.

			Julius was thrown against the front wall, the air knocked from his lungs. A claw hooked under his chin, ready to slit his throat if he moved. He looked down, blinking raindrops from his eyes. His assailant was pint-sized, a pale white kitten who could barely reach Julius’s neck. Little more than a cub—with lengthy, stiletto-sharp claws. Leaping upward, Julius wrenched away from the cub’s claws and swatted him square in the face. The kitten sprawled onto his back, clutching his nose, more angry than hurt.

			“You better be who I think you are, pal.” The kitten jumped upright, his voice high and completely unthreatening. “Around the side. Now.” The cub headed for the back of the house.

			“Can’t we go inside?” Julius asked.

			The cub didn’t reply, still nursing his face. Julius started after him, saying, “I do have an appointment, you know.”

			The back of the house was more sheltered and secluded. The cub seemed more at ease, more confident. “You gotta be quick around here,” the cub explained in a lazy drawl, lounging next to a fence. “I had to make sure. What’s the idea meetin’ at my house, anyway?”

			“I don’t know the Doghouse all that well, Mr. Marti.”

			“Call me King. I do.”

			“All I had was your address, and when I called…”

			“I wasn’t all that helpful,” King offered to shake paws. “No hard feelings. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve always wanted to… I mean, I’m a big fan of yours. Read all your books. Got them down at the thrift store. The Living Dustbins, The Smell of Fur, To Kill a Lot of Birds, Go Tell a Watchdog… Anyway. It’s an honor.”

			A thrift store? Julius grumbled to himself. 

			“I’ve heard a bit about you, too. Mick told me some stuff—”

			“Yeah, sure, I was helpin’ him. I wouldn’t say that too loud. I don’t brag to my friends about it or nothin’ like that, but I was helpin’ him. I was his number one source, his main scoop supply. All those exclusives and headlines, and shock horror probes? They all came from me! If not for King, your rag’d be blank, y’know? Nothin’ to say. Nothin’ to smell. I had his number. That’s heavy, what happened. Major. You a good friend of his, something like that?”

			“We shared a desk.” Julius shrugged. “Chased the same ladies. Liked the same movies.”

			The sky cleared. A weak sun peered from behind cloud curtains.

			“Perfect couple.”

			“He was a good writer,” said Julius. “A good cat. No one seems to miss him.”

			“Hey, I miss him. I was cryin’ like a puppy when I heard. Didn’t know what I’d do for cash.” Seeing Julius’s serious expression, King let out a nervous laugh. “Sorry Mr. Kyle, I ain’t serious. We all got our own ways of grieving, ain’t we? You, you get on with your stories. Bury your nose in a notebook. Me, I make jokes. Go figure.”

			“Where did Mick leave off?”

			“He was gonna meet Samson Kullins, the boss of the Wildcat gang. Nothing to do with me. Samson makes or breaks the gang. Starts wars and finishes ’em. Mick had some serious dirt on that cat, or so he told me. Your desk buddy was one heck of a hack.”

			Julius was tempted to argue with King’s description of Mick. He would want to be remembered for more. Instead, Julius got on with his job.

			“Do you think I could…?”

			“No way, pal. Deal’s off. Even Samson is entitled to get cold feet when someone takes a long jump off a short bridge. I don’t wanna get involved; might blow my cover.”

			“That would be a shame.” 

			King held out a paw again, this time for something more material than friendship. Julius pulled out his wallet, found a couple of bills, then hesitated.

			“You got anything in return for this?”

			“Huh?”

			“Information. You’re a grass, aren’t you? How about some news?”

			“Keep it down, Mr. Kyle. I don’t want trouble.” King sidled up closer to Julius and his money. “I don’t know how much Mick told you, but I’ve always been an outsider here. Never quite accepted. Most of the cats in this neighborhood are purebred ginger toms. Siamese like me don’t get into a gang very often. I’m being blooded. Gonna be a Wildcat—in name, at least.”

			“That’s great.” Julius tried to sound pleased. “That’ll give you greater access—”

			“To what’s going down, what the boss is planning, you got it. Of course, you know what this’ll mean.” King took Julius’s money hungrily. “A raise. Top-level info. All yours at a price.”

			 

			Tarquin Quintroche had overslept again. A heavy evening meal combined with an exhausting week’s work at the office had sent him into a granite sleep.

			He needed sixteen hours a day and if he didn’t get them, he became grouchy. Most folks found him grouchy or snippy or haughty anyway, sleep or no sleep. But he was always ready to tell them where they could stick their comments.

			Tarquin hated walking to work, but a little exercise was preferable to the daily horrors of public transport. He could stand the taunts, the pushing and shoving, the ill-mannered stares. But the sheer lower classness of his fellow passengers put him off. Better to stroll the couple of blocks to work, and brave the inclement weather.

			Leaving his plush one-story house, Tarquin walked along the concrete canyon that led to the City Chambers, his coattails flapping in his wake. Scimitar skyscrapers towered on either side like giant weapons sheltering Bast, forming claws on the skyline, scooped gutters draining rainwater toward the city’s green belt. Cats had always harbored an inexplicable desire to climb, build upward, head for the heavens. The skyscrapers killed more birds than cats did, quaking with the weight of all the impacts, scudding the clouds in architectural hubris.

			Halfway to work, Tarquin accidentally brushed against a passerby, a squat yob with a torn ear. Tarquin apologized, but this only made matters worse.

			“Watch where you’re going, Sinner.” Tarquin was sure that he was about to be struck, but before he could raise his hackles, the yob had disappeared into a crowd of shoppers. Tarquin was used to receiving abuse. He was asking for it. He was stuck-up, well-spoken, reedy, and an Abyssinian. A rare caste in the city of Bast, Abyssinians had been mistreated by other breeds since their integration. Most had taken low-level jobs deep in the bowels of the metropolis; Tarquin was the exception. Private secretary, advisor, confidant to Otto, the almighty mayor of Bast.

			Tarquin spent the rest of the journey with his head bowed, body stooped, trying to look as small as possible. Within minutes, the Chambers loomed before him—a great green orb, his office, his ball and chain. It was a monument to strength and functionality, a ball that could never roll away. Every civilian agreed that the best view of the city was to be had from its windows—because that was the only place where you couldn’t see the Chambers.

			Two leopards with sturdy pikes guarded the entrance, standing eternally to attention. Tarquin squeezed past them—they always made him feel short. That was the mayor’s intention: all citizens were supposed to feel lowly there, in this place, at the heart of Bast in the presence of its ruler. Tarquin often wondered whether the guards were there to defend Otto or keep him in the building. The most hated creature in the city, and the most feared—no one volunteered for mayor.

			A thick-pile red carpet lined the hallway and steps that led to the mayor’s office. Tarquin liked the way his pads were cushioned by the shag. It was a luxurious comfort after the soil and gravel of street paving. Heavy paw prints marked the slight stairwell, and Tarquin followed them to find Otto slumped in his chair, stifling a yawn. His teeth were incredibly large, his mane thick and bountiful, his long lion tail flicking like a wayward whip.

			“How’s your mum?” asked Tarquin. “Haven’t seen her on telly lately. She hasn’t—er—lost her marbles again, has she?”

			“Her sanity is perfectly intact, Tarquin.” The mayor sounded pompous. “We visited her only last night.”

			“This is the royal We?”

			“No. The cubs and we. I mean I. Thought it would be good PR if I let them tail along with me for a weekend. Little beggars. Don’t know why the public’re so fond of ’em.” Otto scratched his lion face idly.

			Tarquin often found himself mesmerized by the mayor’s huge nose and razor teeth.

			“They’re the future, sir. And they’re cute. Your two children are walking bundles of hope and optimism.”

			“If you say so. I take it you have an explanation for…”

			“I know, I’m sorry sir, deepest apologies, it won’t happen again.” Tarquin was playing for time, his mind racing to find an excuse for being late. Otto had been known to chew off the heads of lackeys who displeased him. At least the assistant had heard some disquieting stories. “The accounts, sir. I have run through them multiple times, looking for ways to stretch your treasury, but I am duty-bound to tell you you’ve been spending far too much. The budget isn’t as large as it used to be.”

			Wrong excuse. Otto let out a low roar. He enjoyed the informal relationship he held with his secretary, but the subject of budgets always made him lose his temper.

			“I know how much I spend! I’m not a simpleton.”

			“I never suggested such a thing. I wouldn’t…”

			“I have a lifestyle to uphold. An image to project. Can’t disappoint the populace.” Otto examined his manicured talons in the light of a desk lamp.

			“But you can spend their money. Clothes. Furniture. Toys for the kids.”

			“Enough!” Otto raised his voice. “Do you know how long my family has sat in this office, watched over this city?”

			“Countless generations, sir. And I feel very privileged to be in your presence.” Tarquin wrung his paws. “You do a much better job than your mother used to, by the way.”

			“Leave my mother out of this! Crazy bitch bunged the post over to me years ago, and she still won’t keep her mouth shut. I’m aware of our … budgetary difficulties and I have a solution.”

			“You do? That is wonderful, sir. I knew you’d think of something.”

			“Isn’t that your job?” Otto asked.

			“We are not all blessed with a lion-sized brain, sir.”

			“A fact that you make eternally apparent, Tarquin.” Otto sighed. “I’ve decided to cut Church expenditure. It’s not as if they need the money. I spent this morning looking at the figures—could have done with some help—and I discerned that attendance has been falling steadily for the past decade. I visited the cathedral the other day. Nothing but addled grimalkins there, and they were on the way out, if you know what I mean. The Church gets plenty of contributions from fat cats on their deathbeds. Do you know what they’ve got at the back of the cathedral? Envelopes. For small change. There’s multiple choice stamped on them. ‘Please Father, say a prayer for my aunt/uncle/other, who has died/fallen ill/gone doolally.’ Those church Johnnies are the best entrepreneurs on the block. Why should the state fund them?”

			Otto was out of his seat, wagging a broad talon at his secretary. “Bastet is dead,” the mayor continued. “The sooner those priests get that idea into their thick heads, the better.” 

			Tarquin, who worshipped Bastet every Sunday morning out of habit, nodded and stayed silent. Otto was convinced that he was right; nothing would change his mind. The Church coffers would have to be plundered, and to hell with the consequences.

			 

			“You were a great writer,” said King Marti. “At least I think so.”

			Julius was still cornered in King’s back yard. It was obvious he’d get no more concrete information from the cub that day. But once his informant started talking, it was hard to get a word in edgeways. “I learnt all my big words readin’ your books,” King went on. “Tiger Straight, he was my hero. My role model. I wanted to look like him and act like him. He was so cool! Sharp suits, black shades. Just one note on his saxophone and the bad guys’d be blown off the page!”

			“So you’re a fan then, are you?” Julius wondered if King was old enough to appreciate sarcasm.

			“One of a legion!” King lit a cigarette. “A whole generation’s grown up on your reprints.”

			“It’s pretty naïve stuff,” said Julius, feeling awkward. “Adolescent hokum.”

			“No way, J.” King nudged his idol. “You should write another book. Give the public what they want.”

			“I don’t think so. It wouldn’t be the same. You can’t recapture the past. I’m sure if demand was that great, the publishers would be queuing up outside my house.” Julius’s attempts at modesty were interrupted by the arrival of King’s older sister, statuesque and porcelain-white. She had curved pink strokes shaved into her fur at patterned intervals, rippling as she moved.

			“What’re you boys doing back here? King?” Her brother stubbed out his cigarette, eyes lowered.

			“Moira, my big sis, this is … a friend of mine. From way back.”

			“No shit.” Moira sidled up to Julius, looking him up and down. “What’s your name?”

			“Julius.” He was backed up against a wall, her face so close to his that he could smell her sweet breath.

			“That’s a new one on me. We don’t get many Juliuses to the pound in these parts. Always nice to see a new face, though.” Her eyes were huge, with amber sparks around the cornea. Her wrists were long, slender, paws grasping thin air as she spoke. Julius watched the lines shaved in her fur as they glided around her neck, ruffled by the dank wind. He cleared his throat.

			“I can’t stay.” It was his chance to make an exit. “I’ve got to be getting back.”

			“Back where?” 

			Julius didn’t respond. Moira asked too many questions. 

			“My brother’s such a bad liar,” said Moira. “It’s always obvious when he’s telling stories.” She moved to block Julius’s escape. “Do you tell stories?”

			“Not if I can avoid it. It was nice meeting you. Seeya around, King.”

			Julius pushed gently past Moira and left the back yard. The threat of further rain was keeping most residents indoors, but a couple of Wildcats with brightly dyed head fur and chains around their jackets stood under a solitary tree. A radio at their feet blared the latest rap hit from ghetto group Suspicious Package:

			Pick a fight with me, my friend

			Your bones will never mend

			I’ll rip you limb from limb

			Turn you over, then start again.

			Pull my tail and you won’t fail

			To land up in a litter tray

			I’ll bite your ear and make it clear

			You won’t survive this fray.

			Too late to run, son

			When you’re flipped on your head,

			All done before you’ve begun

			Hope you like it when you’re dead. 

			In between watching for a break in the clouds, they turned their heads in unison to follow Julius down the street. He could tell by their black headscarves that they were gang members. For a moment he felt a twinge of concern for King, but then self-preservation got the better of him and he hurried out of the Doghouse.

		


		
			4

			“This is cool cat DJ Scratch, comin’ to ya live as can be from WOTW Wirehair Radio—the voice, the heart, the lungs of the city. You just heard ‘Bring Back My Cardboard Box’ by The Ragamuffins. We’ll be bringin’ you community bulletins, music, and comments around the clock, we don’t stop. Keepin’ you up to date with all the happenings in this fair burg, low and high. If we hear it we’ll share, good or bad, we don’t care ’cause news is what we do and reality is what we see. The only spin here is the vinyl kind. 

			“I know what all you cats must be thinkin’—why’re you listening to some record jockey when I should be doin’ something worthwhile, like chasing mice? I say relaxxx. 

			“You got a seat or one of them boxes The Ragamuffins keep losin’? Lay back in it, stretch your limbs a little, curl up best you can. Tuck your tail under your paws, keep it warm. Yawn, if you like, it’s all good. Got an itch? Don’t mind the dude sittin’ next to you. Who cares if he thinks you got fleas? You know you don’t and the truth, like a good ol’ juicy flea, will always out. Give yourself a scratch. Don’t that feel better?”

			WOTW radio broadcast

			By DJ Scratch

			“I didn’t expect you to turn up.” Camilla had been sitting in the restaurant for 40 minutes. She’d ordered a saucer of milk, but nothing more.

			“I didn’t know if you’d be here either. You’re always off gallivanting.”

			“As you can see,” Camilla stretched her paws wide. “I am present and oh-so-correct.”

			Julius peeled off his damp jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. It dripped quietly to itself, limp as seaweed. “I got waylaid… a story south of the river.” The two cats rubbed their foreheads together tenderly.

			“That’s fine, whatever.” Camilla’s fur had been styled in flamboyant, full-bodied ridges. Mascara highlighted her lime-green eyes. “Can we order now?” 

			The Grand Canary’s spectral waiters were gone one second and flitting between tables the next. Those not quick enough to catch their attention as they slipped by would go hungry. Julius’s stomach was too empty for him to let that happen. He reached out for the maître d’.

			One of the waiters came to the rescue. He’d obviously spent some time developing not-looking-a-customer-in-the-eye into an art form. Julius was given a tall yellow menu, the waiter remaining a leg’s length away from the diners at all times. Camilla grabbed the menu as quickly as etiquette would allow and sniffed it appreciatively, reading it with her nose. She licked at one section, a brief taste test that helped her to make up her mind.

			“The Special, please,” Camilla said. 

			Julius rolled his eyes. Trust his girlfriend to go for the nouvelle cuisine.

			“I’ll take the rare rabbit,” said Julius.

			The waiter didn’t acknowledge Julius’s polite smile. Instead, he snatched away the menu and pointed at a buffet table near the cash register.

			“Help yourselves to the smorgasbord.”

			Camilla was at the buffet before her partner. Over her shoulder, he saw something moving among the salad and dressing. The food was alive. The table was laden with small rats, mice, and insects, trapped in tubs and bread rolls. The Grand Canary was a swanky place, but the smorgasbord was a free-for-all, cats grabbing their food with paws or teeth before it could escape. Some took plates back to their seats, their teeth chattering and grinding, trying not to dribble on the doilies.

			Julius forewent any niceties and stuffed a rat in his mouth, head first. He joined Camilla at her table; in a daintier mood, she split her mouse open and pulled the intestines and gall bladder to one side of her plate. Julius chewed hard, crunching bones between his teeth, and pulling out the skin when he was finished. He covered it discreetly with his napkin.

			Sitting at the next table was the recognizably balding figure of Swampy McMahon, the famous wrestler. This was the place to be seen, or for those less fortunate, to watch the celebrities. Swampy was staring at a glass wall on one side of the restaurant, the only thing saving a tankful of fish and seafood from instant death in the mouths of diners. Swampy’s emerald eyes followed
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