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      Have you ever thought that maybe, just maybe, your cat (or the neighbour’s cat, or possibly both of them together, in some dastardly cat partnership) might be up to no good?

      

      Me too.

      

      And if you want to learn how best to deal with sneaky, scheming felines, grab your free story collection at the back of this book!
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      For everyone

      who suspects that cats have

      great and secret lives.

      Because they do.
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            THAT OLD MONEY SMELL

          

        

      

    

    
      If anyone had asked how business was going, I could have summed it up like this: currently, a very large man with a very bald head was waving a very heavy tyre iron around our office in a very threatening manner. And, our office being too small to swing the proverbial cat (and trust me, that’d better be proverbial. Cats do not take kindly to such treatment), he had already cracked the back of the rickety chair on his side of the desk, smashed one of our three remaining overhead fluorescent lights, and had come alarmingly close to my ears where I crouched on top of the rusty old filing cabinet. I bared my teeth at him, but he ignored me. Most of our clients do. All his attention was on Callum.

      “I want my money back!” our visitor roared. He’d gone a quite startling shade of red, and it occurred to me that we might be saved any further trouble if he just keeled over of an aneurysm right here. But our luck was never that good. And then there was the fact that dead bodies can be kind of tricky to explain, so it was probably better if we got rid of him in a rather less final manner.

      “We did the job you asked for,” Callum said again, his voice calm. He was still sitting in the slightly less rickety chair on his side of the desk, hands folded in front of him as if this were a perfectly normal client meeting – and, to be fair, it wasn’t that unusual for us. There was a reason we only had three lights left. Well . . . two, now.

      I could have told Callum not to bother though, that the cool collected approach wasn’t going to work. Baldy wasn’t the sort of person who listened to reason. Baldy was the sort of person you bopped on the nose then fled while he was still confused. Of course, that was a bit hard when he was between us and the door, waving a tyre iron around like he had places he wanted to insert it. Actually, given the conversation of the last few minutes, that was exactly what he wanted.

      “This wasn’t what I asked for!” the man bellowed. “You were meant to find out where the money was going!”

      “Well, we did—” Callum started, which was evidently not what our delightful client wanted to hear.

      An inarticulate roar ripped out of the big man’s throat, filled with all the pain and fury of an injured animal, and he brought the tyre iron down on the desk so hard I thought the wood was going to shatter. It would have, if it had been one of those flimsy modern desks. As it happened, our desk was an ancient artefact Callum had found in a charity shop, and the floor probably would’ve given way before it did. All that happened were a few more scars joined the rest on its surface and Callum finally jumped out of his chair, shoving it into the wall behind him.

      “I want my money back!”

      Well, at least he was consistent. Problem was, even if we’d wanted to give the money back, we couldn’t. We had this thing called rent, plus every now and then we liked to eat.

      Callum put his hands out to the man like a lion tamer. “Sir, I’m sorry this wasn’t what you wanted to hear. But the problem with private investigations is that we rarely turn up things people do want to hear.”

      The man roared again and flailed at the desk with the tyre iron, scattering pens, old paperbacks, a mug of tea and the folder of photographs to the floor while Callum watched with a resigned look on his face. I peered down at the photos. I was particularly proud of the one that showed the man’s business partner stripped naked except for a cap of leaves and flowers – well, two caps, but let’s not get into details – and being painted green by two older women in wellington boots and gardening gloves. Everything had actually been shot in video on one of those little action cameras, but I’d managed to hold position on the windowsill at the perfect angle to avoid reflection and catch the business partner’s rather blissful face. Apparently being rendered moss-green, adorned with daisies and walked on as if you were a lawn was both delightful and (given the vanishing funds) a pricey business. Humans.

      With the desk empty, our client paused, glaring around the room. Callum took advantage of the man’s lull in hitting things and screaming to say, “I’m very sorry about this. But now that you have the evidence, you can press charges against him for embezzlement and misuse of company funds.”

      The man sucked an enormous breath in and screamed again, having apparently decided that was either more satisfying or more effective than hitting anything else. The woo-woo doctor upstairs pounded on the floor. For someone so into inner peace she wasn’t very patient with external noise.

      The man stopped screaming and scowled at the ceiling, then thumped it with the tyre iron, sending a shower of plaster pattering down on me and turning my black fur a fetching but unnatural shade of grey. I shook the dust out of my ears with a huff as Woo-Woo pounded back. Our client hit the ceiling again, so hard I thought the tyre iron might pop straight through, and for a moment it looked like we were in for some sort of cross-ceiling war, but this time Woo-Woo didn’t respond. There was silence as plaster dust drifted around us, and Callum sighed.

      “You … you divot,” the man said finally. “The money’s one thing. But I’m going to have to fricking break up with him now.”

      Callum stared at the man, then at me. I shrugged. Okay, I suppose I should have picked up on the body language cues between big man and the business partner, but I hadn’t been looking for them. I’d just been interested in where the partner went after he left the office. When he didn’t go home to his wife and three children, that was. Seriously. Humans really have to complicate things. Why not just get on with what makes you happy?

      “Well,” Callum said carefully. “I can see how that does make things more difficult. I’m sorry. But at least you know where the money was going, right?”

      Our client covered his face with one hand, the tyre arm hanging limp at his side. Callum eyed it like he was going to make a grab for it. I hoped he didn’t. The NHS was all very well for stitches, but we spent a fortune on hydrogen peroxide and gauze. However, the man moved before Callum could do anything, picking up the fallen chair and setting it upright, then sinking into it with his head hanging low. The chair creaked even more threateningly than it usually did.

      “I suspected,” the man said, his voice muffled as he wiped his face with one hand. “But then I thought it was maybe just his family, you know? Putting demands on him. That I could have understood. Mine does that, too.”

      His does too? Gods. They didn’t need body painters and private investigators. They needed a good talking-to regarding happiness, the shortness of life, and the pointlessness of worrying about appearances. Although, if everyone worked that one out, we’d be out of work, so maybe it was just as well.

      “Unfortunately, this sort of investigation can turn up things we’re not ready for,” Callum said, retrieving his mug from the floor. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

      The man wiped his nose. “Do you have anything stronger?”

      “Sure.” Callum went to the little cubby off the office where the kitchenette was crammed in, such as it was – nothing more than a sink with a cupboard above and another below it, and just enough counter space for the kettle and a one-ring electric hotplate. He fished out a scratched glass and ambled back to the desk with it and the bottle of decent whisky we kept for clients. It was amazing how often they needed a nip. I said we should charge for it, but Callum told me I had the heart of a sea snake. Not sure if that’s worse than a regular snake or not.

      Callum let the man snivel and drink his whisky and tell a disjointed and not unfamiliar story of love and deception and loss in stilted sentences, while he made all the appropriate noises and nodded in all the appropriate places. He’s good at that. For someone who spends most of his time with a cat, he’s got the whole people thing down. The man’s voice got quieter and gentler and slower, and eventually he sat back in his chair, revealing a shining pink face and cheeks pinched with sorrow. He looked at the tyre iron as if not sure what to do with it, then got up a little unsteadily, holding a hand out to Callum to shake. Callum shook it, and I made a face – the big man had been wiping his nose with that paw just a moment before. And they call animals dirty.

      Callum walked our subdued client to the door, which took all of two paces – our little office was sufficient, but that was probably the most you could say for it. There was exactly enough room for the desk and chairs, an armchair that folded out into a single bed (okay, so it was our home-slash-office, but who’s counting) and the set of filing cabinets where I kept my souvenirs, and which I felt lent us quite the air of legitimacy. Callum thanked the man for choosing G & C London for his investigative needs, patted him on the shoulder, and let him out before clicking the lock over firmly, for all the good it would do against even a small child with an ounce of determination. Then he gazed around the room, sighed, and started picking up the mess off the floor, tutting at a book that had spat pages all over the place. But I mean, what does he expect? He buys them in bulk at car boot sales and in the reject boxes of libraries. They’re tatty and old and I’m surprised he hasn’t caught something nasty from them yet.

      “So what’s next?” I asked.

      Callum finished stacking his paperbacks and went to get the laptop out of the desk drawer. We’d only made the mistake of leaving that on top of the desk once. “Nothing. We have nothing.”

      “Seriously?”

      He sighed. “Yes. Seriously.”

      “Should we try advertising? I feel we’re not really giving ourselves the chance to achieve our full potential here.”

      He set the laptop to fire up, and it squeaked and groaned like an ageing hippo while he went to put the kettle on. “Advertising takes money, Gobs. We only just made rent this month.”

      I really wish he wouldn’t call me Gobs. My name is Gobbelino, but for some reason that mystifies me, humans can never leave well enough alone. They’ve got to shorten it, unless your name’s short, in which case they lengthen it. One of the many things about humans that make no sense whatsoever.

      “How about flyers?” I asked him. “You could do that, right? Print out a bunch of ad-type things.”

      “I could,” he agreed. “It doesn’t seem very professional, though. Not very subtle for a private investigation firm.”

      I eyed him. “Starving seems pretty unprofessional, too.”

      “Fair point.” He poked the computer, but it was still spluttering through its start up. “We’re going to need a new one of these soon, too.”

      “You know I can make that happen.”

      “No, Gobs.”

      I sighed. The thing is, I’m not a supermarket-own-brand type of cat. I like top shelf. And when one is small and subtle and knows how to get into places unnoticed (or how to bribe rats with a weakness for pork pies to do it for one), it’s possible to live quite well on very little cash. Callum, unfortunately, has both a patchy history with the law and a shiny new conscience. The end result is that he’s maddeningly resistant to even a whiff of rule-bending. So while I may still liberate the odd tray of less-fresh-than-it-could-be white fish from the local corner shop, I keep it very much on the sly. If he finds out, he goes and pays for it with money we can’t spare.

      There was a knock at the door, a cheery little tap-tap, tap-tap that we both recognised.

      “Come in, Mrs Smith,” Callum called. I was 99 percent certain the woman’s name wasn’t Jane Smith, but who cares, right? A name’s just a name, and we all have things we’d prefer to leave behind us. Besides, she makes me custard with that fancy cat-milk.

      “Hello, loves,” she said, peering around the door. “You knew it was me! You’re terribly good at this, you know.”

      Callum grinned at her. “I’ve just put the kettle on. Can I make you a cuppa?”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” she said, patting her mane of tight white curls into place. She had it styled into plaited sections by her face today, with butterflies clipped to the top and flowers stuck rather haphazardly all over it. “I made far too much shepherd’s pie last night, so I thought I’d bring some over. And then I thought, well, if I’m coming over anyway, I’ll bring you some lunch too.” She hefted a frankly enormous carrier bag onto the desk, and fished around inside until she came out with a Tupperware, stuffed to bursting. “You must be so busy chasing down criminals and so on,” she continued, opening the container and setting it on top of the desk. “You can’t have any time to make your own meals!”

      I jumped off the filing cabinet and onto the desk, investigating the Tupperware while Mrs Smith scritched between my ears rather pleasurably. I rewarded her with some purrs then set to munching chicken hearts in gravy. The woman was a gourmet.

      Callum stepped back in from the kitchenette with two mugs of tea, and Mrs Smith set a giant sandwich on crusty brown bread in front of him. “You really must let me give you something for this,” he told her.

      She waved a hand and unwrapped her own sandwich, which was roughly a third the size of his. “No, no. I feel so much safer having an officer of the law across the hall. And what would I do with all this food, anyway?”

      Callum didn’t correct her regarding the officer of the law bit. He’d tried to before, but she resolutely refused to grasp the difference between a PI and a police officer. And who were we to disabuse her?

      Especially when she kept coming around with chicken hearts.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon was long and rainy, heavy with the promise of colder weather to come. Callum leaned back in the creaking desk chair with his boots on the desk and some battered book with a trench-coated gumshoe on the cover in his hand, flicking steadily through the pages and helping himself to chocolate digestives. I sprawled on the desk, watching the rain chasing down the windowpanes, smelling damp streets and drifting lives and silence creeping in through the single glazing.

      I was glad I wasn’t out there. Being a street cat has its advantages, but rainy days demand central heating and soft beds, in my mind. Or small fan heaters and malfunctioning radiators in our case, but it was still better than being out there with wet feet and one eye open for the next young tom coming in on your patch. Or worse. I’d had a rough run of things in those days. Humans can be downright vicious, but they’re not even the worst of what a young cat can come up against. And sometimes even your own kind won’t step in to help you out. Sometimes they do rather the opposite. Young junkie kids, on the other hand, can be the most surprising of creatures.

      I don’t know how long the afternoon stretched, while Callum read and I wandered the cat-paths that run between memory and meditation, my eyes half-closed against the dim day. Until something tickled me. I looked up. Callum had almost finished his book, and the biscuits were almost gone. The light outside was grey and heavy, and the air seeping in around the window frame was cold and sharp. I yawned, stretched, and pricked my ears.

      There. Someone was coming down the hall. I could smell them already, a heavy floral musk of perfume washing ahead of them. It seemed at odds with the muted thud of boots on the threadbare carpets, the delicacy of the scent more suited to high heels and slick dresses. The visitor brought the breath of the rain with them as well, and, under the perfume, the strange dull reek of leather chairs and wool carpets and high, still rooms wrought in brass and dark wood.

      They smelt of money, in other words.
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      “Someone’s here,” I said. They couldn’t be going anywhere else, surely. Not with that old money scent. I mean, I’m not saying our clients are loaded, because they aren’t, but the visitor didn’t smell like the sort of person who went to woo-woo doctors, or as if they’d be employing Mrs Smith’s tarot-reading and crystal-ball-gazing expertise. And unless someone had a rich relative come to gloat at them, we were the only other destination in the building.

      “You recognise them?” Callum put an old receipt in his book to mark his place and swung his overlong legs off the desk, already reaching for the cricket bat in the corner. That’s the sort of clientele we have. Not old money.

      “No. Someone … I don’t know. Something’s off.” As I spoke, there was a sharp knock on the door. It was a no-nonsense, let’s-get-on-with-things knock. We didn’t have frosted glass in the door, like in those PI shows on the TV, because the building mixed residential and business. So it was a crappy hollow door like any other, not even a peephole to check on things through, and the knocking was clear and immediate. For no reason I could explain, I suddenly wished Callum had locked it again after Mrs Smith had left, and that we could just sit here still and silent, unanswering, until the unseen visitor gave up.

      “Come in,” Callum called, giving me a puzzled look. I was a bit puzzled myself. The fur on my spine was rippling like the visitor was bringing a terrier in with them, and my nose was full of the sticky musk of that perfume even before the door opened. It felt like it was clawing its way down my throat and through my sinuses, drowning everything else, swallowing every other scent. I didn’t like it, really didn’t like it, but I couldn’t have said why any more than I could have said why pickled eggs fill me with horror.

      It’s a thing, okay? And I will never understand why Callum insists on having them every time we go to the pub for curry night. The results of that particular combination are truly disastrous in a small office, too, which does nothing to endear them to me.

      The handle turned, and we both stared at the door as if expecting something monstrous to jump through. I’ve seen plenty of monstrous things. Callum has too, in fact, but what we saw in the early days he probably put down to withdrawal or a bad trip or something. We don’t talk about that stuff. Some memories are best left where they are.

      Callum does see things other humans don’t, though. He has magic in his skinny bones somewhere, and he accepts a talking cat without question, as well as the fact that the only reason other cats don’t talk to him is that they’ve got nothing to say. And while we don’t seek them out, when certain other aspects of magical Folk surface, he just goes with it. That kind of says everything that needs to be said about his level of comfort with the – for humans –  unusual. And probably quite a lot about his ability to fit into normal human society, too.

      But it wasn’t a monster at our door, which should have felt like more of a relief than it did. It was a woman with rain beaded in her thick dark hair and a dubious look on her face. She looked at the sign on the door, which proclaims G & C London, Private Investigators, in gold lettering on a black plaque. It’s classy. Callum got it in return for helping a printer move house. Although, admittedly, it looks a bit out of place on the stained door with its splintered, roughly repaired bottom (another unhappy client kicked it), and might give people a slightly skewed impression of our base of operations. Her gaze shifted from the plaque to Callum, who still had one hand on the cricket bat, and to me sitting straight upright on the edge of the desk.

      “Mr London?” she said. “Gobbelino London?”

      “Callum,” Callum said.

      “I was told to look for Gobbelino London,” she said.

      “He’s my partner,” Callum said. He refuses to call me boss, even though I’m blatantly the senior figure around here. “Business partner,” he added, rather unnecessarily, I thought.

      She obviously realised she was dealing with the junior business partner, because she said, “Can I talk to him?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Callum said. “Gobbelino doesn’t deal with people directly. He’s very reclusive.”

      “I see.” She sounded unconvinced, and looked again at the plaque, as if to reassure herself she was in the right place. Callum shoved his paperback under a flyer for a car boot sale, which wasn’t exactly a great leap upward in the image we were projecting.

      “We work all cases together,” he said. “Whatever you tell me, you tell him.”

      True enough, since I was sitting right there, breathing that heavy perfume and trying to get the hair on my back to calm down. It wouldn’t. My tail was starting to go now. Why? She was right there in front of me, just some human in skinny jeans and a quilted coat who’d slipped with the perfume bottle. Maybe she forgot to shower this morning or something. She didn’t look like the sort of person who forgot much, though.

      She sighed. “Alright. I suppose.” She came in, closing the door behind her, and glanced at me again. For just a moment I thought her eyes were wrong, then the thin grey light of the afternoon outside hit them and they were perfectly human, blue as … something blue. Periwinkles, or whatever. Or is that a kind of shellfish? I don’t know. I’m not good with flowers. Or shellfish, although I like a nice mussel when I can get one.

      “Please have a seat,” Callum said, waving unnecessarily at the sole chair on her side of the desk.

      She did, inspecting it before she sat down like she thought there might be the previous occupant’s bodily fluids still decorating it. Rude. We might run a slightly rough ship (through no fault of our own, I might add), but it’s a clean one. And that one time the guy bled everywhere we replaced the chair, anyway. And it was totally not our fault.

      “How can I help?” Callum asked, steepling his fingers. He probably thought it made him look serious and mature, but it just made him look like he was about to play that kids’ game – you know the one. Here’s the church, here’s the steeple, down it comes and crushes all the people. Or whatever. Although probably no one plays that anymore. You lose track over the course of a few lifetimes.

      The woman folded her hands in her lap. Her jacket was open, and the jumper underneath looked soft and expensive, like it’d pill under your claws and collect cat hair like mad. It made my paws itch. “Are you sure I can’t talk to Gobbelino?”

      “This is how we work, I’m afraid, Ms …?”

      “Ms Jones will do,” she said. Callum didn’t question it. Lots of people don’t use their real names when they come in. No skin off our chins. Or tongues, whatever. We’re interested in who the customer pays us to be interested in, not the customer themselves. So she could call herself the High Ruler of the Purple Ascot Ponies and we’d still take the case. She glanced at me again, her face expressionless, and I returned her gaze flatly. “Alright,” she said. “I was told Gobbelino London was the one to talk to, but if this is how it works . . .”

      Callum opened one of those big yellow notepads, put her name and date at the top of a page, and said, “Whenever you’re ready.”

      She sighed. “Something has been stolen from me. A book. A family heirloom.”

      “Valuable?”

      “To me, yes. Very much so.”

      “Any idea who might have taken it?”

      She tapped her fingers on the back of her other hand. “My ex-husband. There’s no way anyone else would have known where it was.”

      “So you’d like us to confirm he has it?”

      “I want you to get it back.”

      “Um.” Callum bounced the end of the pen on the notepad. “Request he give it back, you mean?”

      “No. I don’t want you to talk to him. In fact, I explicitly forbid you from making contact with him. I want you to steal it back.”

      Callum and I exchanged glances, and I arched my eyebrow whiskers slightly. She explicitly forbade us? A) weird, and b) no one forbids a cat anything. It just doesn’t work. That’s like a law of the universe. Although my tail was still so pouffed out it was starting to ache, which gave me an uneasy feeling that if anyone could forbid a cat something, she might just be able to. Somehow. I wished I could get through the stink of that perfume to what was underneath.

      Callum scratched his chin, stubble rasping under his bitten nails. “Well, we can’t just go around stealing—” He broke off as the woman took a fat envelope out of her bag and set it on the desk, opening the top. I craned around to see, and, yeah. Stuffed with notes. My colour vision’s a bit wonky, but the size said they weren’t fivers.

      “The book is not – and can never be – his. I want it back. I do not wish to involve the police. I do not want to know details. And I insist that you do not contact him in any way. I will pay well for the inconvenience. Can you handle that?”

      Callum tore his gaze off the envelope. “Ms Jones,” he started, and she put another envelope on the desk.

      “In there you will find details of the book, photos of my ex-husband, and specifics of where he works and lives. All you have to do is find the book and hold it for me until I contact you.” She tapped the envelope of money. “This is a 25 percent deposit. The rest will follow once I have my property.”

      Twenty. Five. Percent. There was at least a couple of months’ rent in that envelope alone. Salmon and roast chicken and clotted cream, here we come.

      “That’s rather over our normal fees, Ms Jones,” Callum said. I glared at him. Old Ones take him. We were going to have to have words regarding the fact that sometimes overcharging is absolutely fine. Like, for instance, when the client wants to give you money. Not that it was exactly a problem that had come up before, admittedly.

      She shrugged. “Call it a bonus. The money is not an issue. Getting my book back as quickly as possible is. I’d like you to prioritise this case over all others.” She glanced around, and I could hear the if you have them as clearly as if she’d said it aloud. Rude, but accurate.

      Callum didn’t answer right away, and I examined the woman. She had fine features, nothing extraordinary. Long fingers with silver rings scattered on them, and small silver stars glittering in her ears. She carried herself like someone who knew she didn’t need permission to take up space, and like she’d be having words with anyone who suggested otherwise. She was wearing high Doc Marten boots with extra buckles that didn’t quite go with the quilted coat, which was the sort of understated casual that screamed Hunter wellies and hunting parties. Her handbag was monogrammed and cavernous enough she could have been carrying one of those yappy little dogs in it. She wasn’t, thankfully. Or not that I could tell. I couldn’t smell anything under that cloud of musky perfume, and it still felt like a smokescreen. Scentscreen? I sneezed, and she glanced at me, eyes narrowed. Not a cat person, clearly.

      “Is there anything we should know?” Callum asked finally. “That’s a lot of money for a book. Even a family heirloom.”

      “He doesn’t sleep with a machete under his pillow, if that’s what you mean,” she said. “And the book’s not filled with recipes for crystal meth.”

      Callum gave a strangled sort of snort, then managed to get himself under control. “Well, Ms Jones, you have a deal.” He extended a hand over the table and she looked at it, then took it and locked gazes with him.

      “Don’t read the book,” she said. “It will be in a wooden box, as described, so just leave it in there. Don’t take it out of the box. In fact, don’t even open the box. It’s private.”

      Callum frowned. “Of course not.”

      “I mean it,” she said. “I’ll know if you do.”

      What, was she going to fingerprint the thing? But Callum just nodded and said, “No problem.”

      She nodded back, short and abrupt, and let go of his hand, then got up and plucked one of the business cards from the cracked holder on the desk (they were printed in neat black lettering on matte white card. Classy stuff, just like the sign. And from the same printer. It had been a big move, and a rather urgent one). “I’ll call you in a few days.”

      “Is your number in here?” Callum asked, tapping the envelope. “In case we have questions?”

      “No,” she said, and let herself out the door, pulling it shut in a swirl of chilly, musky air. We listened to her boots fade down the corridor, then Callum went and checked she was actually gone.

      “You too, huh?” I asked, trying to groom my fur back into place.

      “That was odd, right?” he said, coming back to the desk and tipping the money out to count it.

      “Dude, my kitty senses are on fire,” I said.

      “Any thoughts?”

      “None,” I said. “That perfume just drowned everything. I can still smell it. I mean, she seemed pretty well human. But that whole outfit was so … perfect. Or almost perfect. Like she was trying to look like the polo set but didn’t quite have everything for it. But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Maybe that was just her dressing down to appease the commoners. Maybe she’s a rich eccentric with a disproportionate affection for old books.”

      “Very disproportionate,” he said, stacking the notes in front of him. There was more there than we’d made in the last month. Hell, the last six months.

      “Well, never look a Trojan horse in the foot, or whatever.”

      He frowned at the neat pile of notes. “Mouth. And maybe. But this can’t be legit, G. Not this amount of money.”

      “Not up to us to decide that. She wants her book back. Seems pretty straightforward to me.”

      He poked the money like it might bite, then sighed. “I suppose. You want some salmon?”

      “Thought you’d never ask.” I thought about it for a moment. “What the hell’s a Trojan mouth, then?”
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        * * *

      

      We ate well that night. Callum went out and bought fresh salmon for me, plus some cat milk and a handful of shrimp, although our neighbourhood being what it is, they weren’t exactly straight off the boat. They’d probably been in the corner shop’s freezer for about three years, if I was realistic about it. I didn’t care. Yeah, I might have a bad stomach in the morning, but what’s life if you can’t spoil yourself now and then?

      Callum didn’t join me – he went across the hall and invited Mrs Smith out for a slap-up dinner down the local Chinese. I’d have gone, but I don’t like it there. They get really huffy about me coming in, and act like I’m going to shed on the buffet. To be fair, I probably would do exactly that if Callum would just look the other way for long enough, but that’s only because they were anti-cat first. Cute of him to take our dotty but devoted neighbour out, I know, but you’d think he’d have a human closer to his own age he could splash the cash on. He seemed pretty disinterested in most people, though. Fair enough. Each to their own, and more shrimp money for me. Plus, you never know how a new human’s going throw out the delicate balance of a partnership.

      I scoffed salmon and shrimp and fell asleep with my belly comfortably full, curled on top of the microwaveable cushion I’d liberated from a pet store last winter, promising Callum it was reject stock I’d found in the bin. It was soft and warm and glorious, and I barely looked up when he came home in a whiff of cigarette smoke and spiced sauces, and unfolded the armchair.

      “Good night?” I mumbled at him.

      “I went back to the buffet four times,” he said, and yawned. “I ate seven spring rolls and two servings of deep-fried ice cream.”

      “Awesome,” I said, and fell asleep again.

      In my dreams, the musky perfume crept around me like a fog, yellow and poisonous, and someone walked just out of sight, their boot heels hard and dull on the tattered ground. As much as I ran, I couldn’t catch them. And behind me the world crumbled to darkness.
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            THE JOY OF THE SEARCH

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day dawned cold and drizzly, that sort of bone-aching damp the north’s so good at. Days like this, I’m never quite sure why I stick around this country. I should head to Greece, or Turkey, even Spain, something like that. Hang out on town piers with the local cats and fight over the fishing boat hauls, sleep in the sun under the bougainvillea. Of course, it’s a long trek for little feet, but I could wrangle my way onto a truck or something. Cats are nothing if not persuasive.

      We had breakfast at the greasy spoon on the corner, seeing as we were flush, and the young woman with the old scars of oil burns under her eye smiled easily at Callum when she set a giant mug of tea in front of him.

      “How’s your kitty?” she asked, scratching me behind the ears. I arched my head up into the palm of her hand. Humans love that. And, you know, it’s pretty good for me, too.

      “Irritating, mostly,” Callum said, and I stopped arching to glare at him.

      “Aw, he’s lovely.” She gave me a final scratch. “And I love how you take him everywhere with you.”

      “I don’t really have a choice,” Callum said. “You should see what he does if I leave him at home. Disgusting little monster.”

      I bared my teeth at him, and the young woman gave us both a dubious look before wandering off to fetch our breakfast.

      “Well, there’s just no call for that,” I told him. “And you should be friendlier. She smells nice.”

      “I was friendly to you. Look where that got me,” he said from behind his cup, and a bus driver at the next table gave him a puzzled look.
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        * * *

      

      Our decrepit Rover was parked in an alley not far from the office. The best thing about that car is that no one’s ever going to bother stealing it. More’s the pity. If I was better equipped for car theft I’d have seriously thought about it, but of course Callum won’t. Not these days. His ethics really get in the way of us living our best lives.

      We walked to the car through the persistent rain, Callum in the ridiculous long trench coat he’d found in a charity shop, me darting from one scrap of shelter to the next, paws cold and nose damp, the whiffs of marks left by other toms and the scratching of rats mixing with the dull tarmac and bin scents of the back streets.

      Callum opened the door and let me jump in and scoot across to the passenger side before folding himself into the driver’s seat. He really is abnormally long and lanky. No one needs to be that tall.

      “That coat stinks of wet dog,” I told him.

      “I like it,” he said, pulling on levers and pumping pedals in the weird alchemy that was the only way to get the wreck of a car to start.

      “I think someone died in it.”

      “Possibly. That’d be the only reason I’d give it up.” He tried the key, and the car gave a startled cough.

      “It’s ridiculous. You only like it because of all those crappy detective novels. You think you’re Gumshoe Pete or something.”

      He snorted. “Yes, he’s a well-known detective and fashion icon.”

      “I’ll pee on the damn thing. It’s an embarrassment.”

      “It’s waterproof.” He fiddled a bit more and tried the key again. This time the engine started, albeit with the wheezing of an asthmatic donkey. “Good girl!”

      “Why do you have to talk to the car?”

      “I talk to you, don’t I?”

      I huffed, and he chuckled, cranking the heater up and using the sleeve of his coat to try and wipe a gap in the condensation on the windscreen.

      “Where to first, then, Gobs?”

      I ignored the silly nickname and said, “We may as well check out the office. Have a nosey around.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to take a look at his apartment first?” Callum took a scrap of paper from his pocket, squinting at the addresses he’d copied from Ms Jones’ paperwork. He never took originals out of the office. We’re professionals, and you just never know when someone’s going to shove you in a canal or empty your pockets for you. No good having originals on you then. “He’s probably going to be at work. We can’t just waltz in and start poking around the place.”

      “Yeah, that’s if he’s at work. We go to the office, make sure he’s there and going to be there a while, then we go to the apartment.”

      “We could just stake out the apartment and see if he’s about.”

      “And he could have just gone out for some milk and be back any moment.” This sort of thing is why he should just accept I’m the senior partner. I mean, really.

      The labouring heater had cleared the windscreen enough that we could see the grey buildings peering back at us, and Callum shifted the car into gear, hauling on the handbrake to get it to release. “Alright. Maybe he’ll just have the book out on display at the front desk, huh?”

      “Now you’re thinking.” I settled back into the torn seat as we rattled out of the alley and onto the main road, the windscreen wipers working wearily. Callum tapped his fingers on the wheel and whistled tunelessly. The radio had been stolen before we even acquired the car, which had itself been payment for finding out who was methodically looting anything movable out of a second-hand (well, more like fifth- or sixth-hand) car yard. I did think we should have held out for one of the cars that still had its radio, but, to be fair, I don’t think there were any. I wondered if the balance of Ms Jones’ payment could get us some better transport.
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        * * *

      

      Our quarry’s name was Walker, not Jones, so either our patron had kept her maiden name or somehow thought we couldn’t work out what her real name was. It didn’t bother us. As anyone will tell you, cats have more than one name, too. Anyhow, Walker ran a dental clinic out of a little collection of shops in one of those trying-to-be-a-town-centre suburbs on the outskirts of Leeds.

      Yeah, I know, Gobbelino London, but I work in Leeds. I started out in London. Stuff happened, and that’s entirely another story.

      Anyhow. The buildings were modern enough to lack even a whiff of character and old enough to already feel a bit tatty, but there was a fair bit of parking on the street, and Callum found us a spot across the road not too far from the clinic. We could see the door but didn’t look too obvious, and even the monstrously ancient Rover didn’t stand out too badly among the rather more presentable but still elderly Fiats and VWs parallel parked around us. There were some fancier cars too, but not many. Harley Street it was not.

      Callum got out and ambled down the road, crossing over between cars and vanishing down an alleyway near the clinic with his hands in the pockets of his hideous coat. He wasn’t gone long, reappearing with his head down against the rain and drips running off his nose.

      He clambered back into the car and shook his hair out like a dog.

      “Ew,” I said, with feeling.

      “There’s a BMW back there that matches the plates from the file,” Callum said, ignoring the fact that he’d just splattered me with rain. Rude.

      “It’s a start,” I said. “Doesn’t mean he’s definitely here, though.”

      “Why wouldn’t he be?” Callum asked, taking a cigarette packet from the depths of his coat.

      “He could’ve gone somewhere on foot,” I pointed out. “Or by Uber. Or he could have a sneaky little second car parked somewhere.”

      “Are we thinking he’s a criminal mastermind?” Callum asked. “He took a book. From his ex-wife.”

      “A very precious and apparently valuable book. Who knows what else he’s capable of.”

      Callum extricated a cigarette from the packet. “Yeah. You’re right there. We should really be on our guard.”

      I glared at him. “You’re not lighting that in here.”

      “It’s raining,” he said.

      “So? Go give yourself cancer somewhere else.”

      He sighed and put the cigarette back in the packet. Filthy habit, but better than what he used to be into. “Well, the front windows are all opaque. I can’t see in, but we can keep an eye on the door. See if anyone’s coming or going.”

      “You could go and make an appointment,” I suggested.

      He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like dentists.”

      “You wouldn’t have to keep it. Just see if the doctor’s in.”

      “You go and see. You’re the covert operations expert.”

      I clambered onto his lap and peered out the driver side window at the low buildings across the road. I can pick up a lot from both the sense and the scent of a place, and my night vision is awesome, but details in the distance aren’t my thing. “Where is it?”

      “That window there. Big frosted plate glass.”

      I couldn’t even see the window except as a suggestion of different coloured wall. “Can you see any other open windows or anything?”

      “Nothing.” He pushed me off his lap. He says it’s weird having a talking cat sat on him. But, seriously, is it any weirder than having a cat who won’t talk sat on you? “Let’s just keep an eye on things for a bit. No point rushing in there.”

      “This is not getting the pay cheque any quicker,” I grumbled. He ignored me, scrolling through his phone as he looked for something to listen to. Not that there was much choice. Our phone was too old to hold more than a couple of albums, and too decrepit to stream it. Such are the standards I put up with.
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        * * *

      

      We sat there for the next hour, arguing over the music and why he couldn’t just go in and claim to have a dental emergency, or to enquire about teeth whitening or something. He kept talking about the NHS and needing to be registered, but I reckon he’s never been to a dentist in his life and was just scared. I suggested as much and he suggested I could go scout things out in the rain, make sure there wasn’t an easy way in through a back room or something.

      It was getting boring sitting there, and his coat smelt, and he kept whingeing about wanting a cigarette, so eventually I got up and said, “Open the door.”

      “Why? Where’re you going?”

      “To the Jellicle Ball, where d’you think?”

      He snorted. “Gobs, I can’t see any way in. The upstairs windows are all shut, I couldn’t see anything open around the back, and you can’t just walk in the front door.”

      “Watch me.”

      “G, no. Seriously. Dentists are like sterile and stuff. They’ll freak out.”

      “G, yes. Odds are they won’t even see me. If they do, sure, big fuss, a stray got into the waiting room. Boohoo. No one’ll connect it with our esteemed client. Or you, for that matter.”

      He looked at me for a moment, then shrugged. “Fine. At least I can have a smoke while you’re in there.”

      “Outside,” I said. “Outside the car.”

      “Sure,” he said, and opened the door onto the steady rain.

      I glared at him and jumped out.

      Everyone says cats hate getting wet, like it’s weird or something. Tell me, if you were wearing your favourite, most comfortable clothes, would you like to get drenched and then have to walk around dripping and cold for the rest of the day? I don’t think so.

      So I checked each way – road safety, kids, it’s good for cats too – then sprinted across the street with raindrops rebounding from the tarmac and into my face, making me sneeze and shake my ears out. There was a small overhang above the door to the dentist’s, so I huddled in there and waited.

      I didn’t have to wait long. Some woman with a squalling kid shoved the door open, almost knocking me over as she went. I gave her my best evil glare, then slipped past before the door could nip shut on my tail. Inside was warm and smelt of disinfectant, and I slipped behind the water cooler to shake a bit of the damp off and eye up the room. There were only a couple of people in the waiting area – an old man wheezing tobacco and cheap mints in the corner, and a rotund woman sitting pointedly as far from him as she could get. The woman behind the desk was skinny and severe looking, her face so pinched it was as if all her flesh hung from the clip that held back her hair. She looked like the sort of person who kicked cats, so this was not a situation for charm. This was a situation for stealth.

      There were only two internal doors leading out of the waiting room, and although I couldn’t make out the signs on them, the fake peppermint smell from the closest suggested that was the way to the dentist’s chair. The other was probably toilets or something like that.

      As if hearing me, the rotund woman got up and headed for the far door, her purse clutched so close under her chin I thought she was using it as a sick bag for a moment. Then the other door flew open and a man reeking of cologne and tooth dust leaned out.

      “Mr Abbot,” he boomed, like the announcer at a funfair. “Come on in, come on in. Let’s look at those dentures of yours, eh?”

      Mr Walker, I presume, I thought, and scooted around the reception desk and under the chairs closest to the door before diving past the dentist into the brightly lit hall beyond. No one noticed me – cats are good at not being noticed. It also helped that the receptionist had her snooty nose stuck to the computer and big man dentist had waded across the floor to help the old man out of his chair. I nipped down the hall and into the dentist’s room, and had time to find myself a quiet corner between a cabinet and a wall before I even heard them leave the waiting room. Humans are slow.

      “Now then, Mr Abbott,” the dentist was shouting as they inched down the hall. “Have you been flossing those dentures? Haha. Ha.”

      Cabbage, I thought, and apparently the erstwhile Mr Abbott thought so too, because his growled reply was short and unamused. Not that the dentist took any notice. He prattled and hee-hawed his way into the room, installed the old man in the chair, and parked himself on a stool next to him. I was starting to understand what Ms Jones didn’t see in him.

      Now that I was in the exam room, I wasn’t entirely certain what I was doing there. It was kind of a risky move – a lot harder to pretend I’d just wandered in off the street if I was spotted. Not that anyone would suspect that I was, in fact, a PI, because humans are terribly human-centric in their world view, but it was whether the purpose of sneaking in (which is a pleasure in and of itself) coincided with finding out where our loud friend was hiding the book. I couldn’t tell yet if he was the sort of person who would carry it with him, or stash it in a safe, or tuck it away under his pillow at home. He didn’t strike me as the sentimental sort, though, so I wondered if he’d flogged it already. That would make things trickier.

      But I was here now, so best make the most of it. I slipped out from my hiding spot and padded behind the dentist’s stool, looking for a briefcase or a rucksack, or even some cupboards that smelt of anything other than medical supplies and plastic. But everything was metal and rubber gloves and the chalky scent of peppermint mouthwash.

      There were no bags on the floor, but there was a little desk in the corner with a flatscreen on it that looked promising. Even from this angle I could see papers piled haphazardly on top of each other, files and appointment books and leaflets. There also looked to be a laptop case resting precariously on one corner. Paragon of organisational virtue he was not.

      I glanced back at the dentist, leaning over Mr Abbott’s noisome mouth with the thin hair at the top of his head showing. He was still booming and guffawing, and Mr Abbott was looking increasingly distressed, unable to answer due to the various metal implements sticking out of his mouth. Coast was as clear as it was likely to get for now.

      I jumped onto the chair tucked next to the desk and checked to make sure I hadn’t been noticed. Nope – Walker had his back to me, and the old man had his eyes screwed shut under the funky glasses they give you in dentists’ offices. I scanned the desk, wondering how big this book was. Or the book box, if it was still in there. Ms Jones’ details had been sketchy at best, and dimensions hadn’t been among them. Was it like some dinky novelty book? Or more like a tome? There definitely wasn’t a tome here. A small old hardback could be in among the mess, though. There were plenty of papers spilling across the desk, notes and flyers and invoices and bills and patient records, which seemed rather careless. There was also some sort of dancing sunflower thing with a brand on it, lots of Post-its with times and names on them, some fake teeth and a coffee mug crusted with dried foam. But no book, no box. Not on top, anyhow.

      I stepped onto the mess of the desk cautiously, the papers slipping under my paws. God, the man was like a hamster. I flicked a few papers aside experimentally as I headed for the laptop case, then realised I should be able to feel the book through the paper if it was hidden among the mess. So I trudged back and forth across the desk, sniffing my way about the place and hoping I’d – quite literally – stumble across what I was looking for.

      There were bloody Post-its everywhere, and they kept getting stuck to my paws, while I shook them away irritably, and sometimes had to pull them off with my teeth. They mostly said things like, Mrs Clegg, pls call back, with a phone number, and were proving horribly unhelpful. There were paper clips, too, that stuck into my pads, and every now and then I’d get excited and think I’d found something, only for some hurried digging to turn up a muesli bar or another Post-it pad. He had quite the fixation with them.

      I’d just decided to see if I could get into the laptop bag, and was pulling a pink Post-it off my paw – Eggs!!, it said – when I noticed the silence. The drilling had stopped. I looked around, one paw raised and the Post-it still in my mouth, and met the astonished eyes of both Mr Abbott and the dentist. We stared at each other for a long moment, then I put my paw down, widened my eyes, and said around the sticky paper, “Mraow?”
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            A DENTAL ALLERGY

          

        

      

    

    
      Now, here’s the thing. Cats, as you’ve no doubt noticed, get everywhere, especially where we’re not meant to. We take pride in it. Hanging out in library stacks or stalking hotel hallways or snoozing in your bath, even if you don’t have a cat. Especially if you don’t have a cat. It’s a thing. And we have ways of making ourselves belong in lots of places, too. Places we can learn things. Pubs and shops and village halls. Downing Street. Although the pub is generally a better source of quality information, if we’re going to be honest here. And humans, you know. You make it easy. You either offer us some biscuits or ignore us, because you’re never quite sure if we maybe are meant to be there. You’re so easy to keep an eye on.

      But anyhow. We get everywhere. And that’s because we can shift. Shifting’s like teleportation, but it’s magic, so it’s real, not some sci-fi mumbo jumbo. We just step out of this world into the space behind it, the space between all worlds, the Inbetween, and step back again somewhere else. Which means that, in general, cats can get in or out of wherever we want unless someone who knows what they’re doing has locked us out with runes. That, or if someone’s actually physically got hold of us or caged us (the structure of a cage messes with magic. There are rules). Otherwise, whoosh. Now you see us, now you don’t.

      Only, I can’t.

      I mean, I suppose I technically could shift, but in my last life I had some complications. One of those complications resulted in that particular life being cut short by the unseen monsters that lurk in the Inbetween, snapping up intruders like pigeons gobbling just-spilled chips. And those monsters are fast, and hungry, and have long memories for scents, and they never, ever stop hunting once they have one. If I set one paw in the Inbetween, it’ll probably get chomped off. So shifting’s out for me. Which meant I was going to have to get out of this particular situation on my own four paws.

      I went for the big-eyed look and a purr, then batted an orange Post-it onto the floor. Cute, right?

      Well, it turned out neither of them were cat people. Walker lunged at me, shouting something about filthy animals – I tell you, if you want to talk filthy, I got a good look at his mouth as he charged, and his own personal dental hygiene was not inspiring. Mr Abbott started yelling something too, but he still had the vacuum-thingy in his mouth, and it got stuck somewhere, so his shouts turned to gargles, and he was waving his arms about so wildly he knocked the drill off the side table. Walker was still coming at me, but at the expensive sounding crash his drill made when it hit the ground he swung back with a horrified look on his face and dived to rescue it from the floor.

      Mr Abbott’s eyes were rolling back in his head, and the gargling had become gulps for breath – that bloody thing must’ve been suctioning up his tonsils. I considered saying something to Walker regarding it being better business to save his patient than his tools, but humans aren’t good with talking animals. They either block it or panic, and there was more than enough panic going on as it was. I huffed, but, seeing as it was on the way out anyway, jumped from the desk to the old man’s belly, swiped the suction tube out of his mouth (it was well stuck – it took a good tug to get loose), and as he drew a hefty whooping breath I leaped for the door. Thankfully it had a nice long handle, and I grabbed it as I hit the panels, dragging it down with me. The door popped open, I shot through, and I was sprinting down the hall with my ears back by the time the dentist had recovered from the shock of his precious drill being knocked over.

      “Hey! Stop!” Walker shouted, banging the door wide behind me, and I snorted to myself. Like that ever worked on any cat, PI or not. But, as it was, I came to a skidding halt at the door to the reception area anyway. Old Ones take it – a knob rather than a handle. All smooth and shiny looking as well, no grip on it at all. I flattened my ears and backed myself against the wall, going for the small and scared look. If cute didn’t work, maybe pathetic would.

      “Bloody pest!” Walker snarled, and aimed a kick at me that I dodged effortlessly, giving him a disgusted glare. Who kicks a cat? It didn’t surprise me he’d stolen a book. He probably burned them, and took sweets from babies and all.

      “Hey!” Mr Abbott warbled, clinging to the door of the exam room. “You leave him alone! He saved me while you were too bloody busy worrying about your stupid machine to see I was choking!”

      “You weren’t choking. And stupid machine? It’s worth more than your life insurance, old man!” Walker had gone very pink, except his ears, which were an interesting shade of bright red. He looked like he couldn’t decide between trying to stomp my tail or shoving the old man back into the chair.

      I eyed the hall, looking for another escape route, and hoped I wasn’t going to have to bite anyone. It was less the principle than the taste I objected to.

      Mr Abbott shook a twisted finger at Walker. “I’ll do you! I’ll do you for reckless endangerment! My son’s a lawyer, he is!”

      Walker immediately forgot me, turning on a smarmy smile and taking a step back toward the old man. “Look, you weren’t in danger,” he began. “Of course you weren’t. And we’ll get back to the exam in just one moment. Why don’t you go back in and sit down, and I’ll get Stella to bring you a nice cup of tea, hmm?”

      “I almost choked!” Abbott shouted. He had a surprising set of lungs on him, given the wheezing. “That cat saved me!”

      “That damn cat’s how the problem started,” Walker complained, and glared at me. I glared back.

      “Leave the poor kitty,” Abbot said. “Leave him alone!”

      Walker glanced at the old man, then back at me. “Filthy stray,” he hissed, and lunged forward with both hands outstretched. I spat at him, showing him my claws. “Ow!”

      Okay, maybe I more than showed him. Sometimes you’ve just got to be ruthless in this business.

      “You—” Walker rushed me, kicking out with his nasty pointy shoes, and Mr Abbott shrieked at him to stop, then started yammering on about suing him again, and I dodged around them both and scooted straight down the corridor with Walker in hot pursuit. I dived back into the exam room and leaped at the window, hoping there was an easy latch on the damn thing. But no, of course not. No one ever thinks of making things kitty-friendly.

      “Get out!” Walker roared, running in after me, and I obliged, legging it back to the door that led to reception and putting my tail against it. Abbott was still harping on in his wavery voice, and the dentist still looked like he wanted to take his precious drill to me.

      This was getting me nowhere. Shock tactics were called for. I glared at them both and said very clearly, “Animal cruelty.”

      They both stared at me.

      “What?” Abbott said, rubbing one ear. “What’d you say?”

      “What was that?” Walker demanded at the same time.

      “Animal cruelty,” I repeated. “Actually, we should probably start with reckless endangerment of patients, which probably adds malpractice to the list, and then animal cruelty.”

      Walker blinked, then snarled, “Shut up, old man,” evidently deciding that the velvety tones coming from the small black cat in front of him actually belonged to the hoarse old man behind him.

      “Eh?” Abbott said, rubbing his throat and looking like he wasn’t sure if he’d been on the laughing gas. Then the door to the reception area swung open to reveal the stern receptionist (presumably Stella) glaring at them, and two old women in the waiting area clutching their pearls. Well, figuratively. They weren’t wearing pearls, but if they were, they would have been clutching them. I went from standstill to sprint in a heartbeat, shooting straight past Stella and leaping to her desk, and from there to the frosted window. I hit the glass hard and slid down it with all four limbs spreadeagled, my claws screeching loudly enough to hurt even my ears
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