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      Hi, my name’s Addie Dawson, and I need to teach my famous talking cat how to throw a baseball.

      Like, right this very minute.

      I wished I had the luxury of time, and maybe a little privacy, but in my defense, I misunderstood the invitation. I thought the Fizztown Poppers only planned to honor Persephone and I before the game started. Henry explained what they really meant on the way there.

      They wanted Persephone to throw out the first pitch.

      My argument that it was impossible was irrelevant—after all, Persephone could talk to me, and she’d helped me solve multiple crimes. She had a massive following online, and as Henry also explained, her demographics heavily crossed over with people who were likely to go see the Fizztown Poppers play the Tampa Bay Tigers in the game that would decide the Minor League Championship.

      The kids in the stands went absolutely wild when we stepped onto the field. The Fizztown mascot, Popper the Puppy, trotted over to meet us at the pitcher’s mound. He was an adorable dalmatian pup carrying a baseball in his mouth.

      “This is so embarrassing,” Persephone grumbled as we took our place on the dirt hill, right in the middle of the stadium. “All these people are here to see me, and I’m wearing the harness.”

      “If they’ve seen you online they’ve already seen the harness.” My teeth were clenched, and I held my best first pitch smile as long as I could.

      Popper the Puppy dropped the baseball. I stared at it just long enough to make it weird before I put Persephone down. I wasn’t any stranger to balls covered in dog slob, so that wasn’t the reason for my hesitation.

      The catcher squatted behind home plate, which was approximately a mile away. How did it look so close on TV?

      “Spy Kitty! Spy Kitty!” the crowd chanted. My vision tunneled.

      I had to throw this ball before I passed out.

      I put all I had into it, but it landed much closer to me than the pitcher.

      Awkward.

      The crowd didn’t exactly boo—it was an ooh. At least, that’s what I planned to tell myself for the rest of my life.

      Persephone tugged on the leash, eager to get out of the spotlight. My cheeks burned as I waved to the crowd, escorted off the field by my cat.

      I took a moment to breathe in the walkway before I joined my friends in the VIP suite we’d been gifted for the night.

      Because even more awkward than that throw and the fact that Casey, our social media manager, captured it live for all of Persephone’s followers who couldn’t make it to Fizztown, was the fact that Henry and I had not talked about that kiss he’d attempted when I returned from our last case.

      He greeted me at the door, grinning with what I hoped was pride and not pity. “That was amazing.”

      “It was something, all right.”

      Every time I thought Henry couldn’t get more adorable, he proved me wrong. Tonight, he wore a Fizztown Poppers jersey untucked over jeans, and some unruly curls stuck out beneath a baseball hat.

      “You should’ve given the ball to Persephone. She could’ve pushed it with her nose.” Brooke was sitting on one of the seats in front of the window, next to her boyfriend Jason and their pittie Barkley, who Jason had registered as his service dog. Barkley was a Helping Paws success story, and if I could’ve gone back in time, I would’ve sent them out for the pitch.

      “Oh, that would’ve been adorable,” Casey said. “Maybe we can reenact that for social media.”

      “I panicked. Everything happened so fast, and I thought I’d throw…. Let’s just watch the game.”

      “It was amazing to see you out there.” Henry took the seat beside me. He was so in his element. His eyes were mostly glued to the game, but he snuck a few glances at me. It wasn’t lost on me that he’d probably envisioned himself on the pitcher’s mound, throwing out the first pitch much more successfully than I had.

      “I wish you could’ve come with me.”

      “Next time.” He grinned. “When it’s the Major League World Series.”

      “Oooh, Addie, do you think you can score tickets? Maybe more box seats?” Casey waggled her brows.

      “Henry has season tickets.”

      A knock on the door saved me from extending my fifteen minutes of baseball fame. I definitely did not need to relive my time on the mound.

      The room gasped when someone in a Tampa Bay Tigers uniform walked in. This suite was all Poppers, all the time. I had to admit, the Tigers’ outfits were much cooler than the ones the Fizztown Poppers wore. They had tiger stripes on the sleeves and down the side of their pants.

      “What’s he doing here?” Brooke asked. “Is he trying to convince us to root for the other team?”

      “I was hoping to talk to Ms. Dawson.” A blush crept up the man’s unshaven face.

      I rose from my chair. “I’m Addie.”

      I wasn’t sure how anyone in the stadium wouldn’t know me after that spectacle, but the fact that he didn’t gave me hope that pitch wouldn’t become the internet’s newest meme.

      “I’m Lefty Briggs,” he said as he offered me his hand.

      “One of the greatest shortstops of all time. Loved watching you play,” Henry added. Lefty shook his hand too. Okay, all the embarrassment was worth it if Henry got to meet one of his idols.

      “Thanks. Now I’m the training manager for the Tigers. I work with the new guys as they get acclimated with the league and help some of the more established guys with their rehab after injuries. I’m glad an old guy like me still gets to be a part of the league.”

      “You’re not old.” He looked like he was in his forties. “Are you sure you’re looking for me? As you could probably tell from that pitch, I don’t know much about baseball.”

      “Yes, I’m definitely looking for you.” Lefty had a kind smile, and as legendary Henry claimed he was in his former job, I had a feeling he was even more amazing in his new position. “We had an incident at the Tiger Pen—that’s our park—and you and Spy Kitty might have some insight that will help us find who did it.”

      Oh. With Persephone’s help, I’d found missing items people couldn’t live without, even another famous cat who’d been catnapped. “What happened?”

      “Someone tampered with home plate just before one of our playoff games. We discovered it just before the game started. We have a really big name player rehabbing with us—”

      “Marty Rodgers,” Henry added.

      Lefty nodded.

      “Thank goodness no one got hurt.” Being this close to the action, the game moved much faster. These guys were powerful, and one malfunction could cause a major injury.

      Or ensure that someone didn’t come back from one they already had.

      “I don’t understand why you want to talk to me, if you fixed it before the game started,” I added.

      “We want to make sure it doesn’t happen again, and the only one who saw what happened was our mascot, Timmy.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why don’t you just ask him?”

      “Because he’s a tiger,” Henry said.

      I was imagining a college student in a big-headed tiger costume.

      “An actual tiger.” Lefty nodded. “I’m hoping Persephone will be able to communicate with him. Cat to cat.”

      My mouth dropped. “What if that’s dangerous?”

      “Why would it be dangerous?” Persephone asked.

      “Because Timmy’s head is probably bigger than your entire body.”

      “Size doesn’t matter when you share a kinship,” Lefty justified.

      “Animals don’t see size differences the same way we do. If they’re content and not threatened, they can be very trusting,” Brooke added.

      In theory, I knew that. But I refused to put any animal in danger. Especially Persephone.

      “We’re willing to pay whatever your fee is, put you up in a suite, and provide all your transportation,” he said when I didn’t answer. “Our biggest concern is that whoever did it won’t have a chance to do it again. Our team is frequently on the road, and much of our personnel comes with us. The security guards claim they didn’t see anything.”

      I could put suspect number one on the list.

      “Do you have a surveillance system?”

      He nodded. “Whoever did it jammed the signal. Five minutes of static on the video. Too many fingerprints on the equipment. The police have come to a dead end. That’s why we’re hoping Persephone will be able to communicate with Timmy and help us find the person responsible.”

      Chances were, we were dealing with a much savvier thief than I was used to apprehending. But I had the one resource who could get to the bottom of things—Persephone.

      I looked over at Henry, beaming at Lefty like he’d been left under his tree on Christmas morning. Behind us, a bat cracked, and the crowd went wild…someone from the Tigers just broke their bat.

      I didn’t want to think about how all these people would be crushed if something went wrong at home plate. Not to mention an athlete who’d trained all their life for that moment.

      There were financial implications too. For the teams, the sponsors, and the players. Whoever tampered with home plate had a stake in this too.

      But why? I looked out the window that separated us from the rest of the stadium. Everyone was having so much fun. A group of kids had started a wave after the score, and the crowd was chanting the next player at bat’s name. The energy here was infectious.

      And someone wanted to take that away. From all of us.

      “Are you interested in taking the case, Addie?” Henry asked.

      I never planned to become a professional sleuth, especially one with a talking cat as a partner. I thought I’d have a quiet life saving animals in Harmony, New Hampshire. But as the only person Persephone could communicate with, I had a responsibility not to let that ability go to waste.

      And if I could use my powers for good? Even better.

      Every case took me away from my work at Helping Paws, but the money each assignment brought in was helping us do amazing things. I had a brand-new cat friendly apartment, where, if I squinted out the living room window, I was pretty sure I could see the ocean. We’d hired some fantastic new employees, Darlene and Erin, and if it wasn’t for them, we wouldn’t have been able to have this night out together. And it had also given us the opportunity to start production on a Vets and Shelter Pets calendar. The money I earned from Spy Kitty’s notoriety was helping other shelters too.

      I turned to Persephone, who was cleaning her paws after enjoying some post-pitch chicken. “What do you think? Are you ready to hit the road again to solve another crime?”

      She paused and considered Lefty. My cat called it like she saw it, and so far, she’d been an excellent judge of character. “Do they have fish where he lives?”

      I laughed. “So much fish. I take it you’re in?”

      “I’m in.”

      “We’ll do it.”

      Lefty smiled and reached for my hand. He started a shake, and then pulled me in for a hug. “Thank you. It will be a relief to get someone in there who will take this seriously.”

      I had more questions than I did before the hug. And as usual, I felt like I’d gotten myself in way over my head as soon as I said yes.

      Maybe I could bring another sidekick…

      I turned to Henry. “Do you want to come with us?”
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      Henry’s eyes widened. “I wish I could.”

      Of course he couldn’t come, but it didn’t make me asking any less awkward. Teachers couldn’t exactly take a week’s long—or more—vacation at the beginning of the school year, and on top of that, he had a brand-new understudy to train. Nicole, Margaret’s niece. The perpetrator of the crime that brought all of us together was now doing community service with Henry, helping give teenagers a deeper appreciation of art.

      I couldn’t even get Henry to talk about that kiss. Spending an undetermined amount of time in a strange city together? That was way out of the current scope of our relationship.

      “You’ll still help, right?” I asked. He knew so much about baseball, all those little nuances I would never pick up on, and on top of that, he saw things like an artist. He made connections that us left-brainers missed and saw meaning in details others would think were just there for decoration.

      “Of course. I’m looking forward to all the behind-the-scenes scoop from the Tiger Pen.” He put his hand on mine, and electricity rocketed through my veins. It wasn’t a kiss, but it felt like a step forward.

      “I thought you were a Poppers fan.”

      “I am. But a chance to get up close and personal with the players and see how the organization works? I can’t wait to hear what you think.”

      “I won’t let you down.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, the photographer agreed to the job for a reduced fee so we could put more of our proceeds toward charity.” Casey was practically bouncing with excitement, and it had nothing to do with the Poppers’ big win last night. As the manager of all things social for Spy Kitty in the City, she’d thrown herself into orchestrating the Vets and Shelter Pets calendar.

      “We’ll have to top this next year,” Darlene said. She’d volunteered to help Casey choose the vet and pet for each month. “Maybe we could do something with the baseball players?”

      “Ooh, that’s a good idea.” Brooke walked into the back room with a snake named Stretch around her neck. We’d just gotten him in, and he wasn’t ready to let her go after his examination.

      “Baseball Players with Shelter Pets doesn’t have the same ring to it.” If they were going to do us any favors in the future, I had to figure out who tampered with home plate first.

      Casey waved her hand. “We’ve got time to come up with a catchy title.”

      This case made me nervous. It was different from anything I’d tackled before. I wasn’t looking for a thing, I was there to prove intent.

      “Are you sure you can’t come?” It was better for Casey to stay and work at the shelter but having another human in the mix had been priceless. It gave me a chance to concentrate on the clues Persephone picked up, while Casey had handled the humans.

      “I wish. I’d do anything to see some palm trees up close and in person, but if we’re going to get this calendar done in time for the new year, we’ve got to do it now.”

      Erin came in to join us from the lobby. “We have three families waiting for their meet and greet with Persephone.”

      “Awesome. We’ll be right out.” Potential adoptees made appointments to have Persephone pick out their next fur baby. She let the animals pick who they wanted to go home with, and the program had been a huge hit. “Brooke, you should probably put Stretch back in his terrarium, so we don’t scare anyone who’s not expecting a giant snake.”

      “Or maybe we can get him adopted.” She laughed, picked him up from her neck, and gave him a kiss.

      Casey headed out to film the interactions, and Brooke and Darlene went to the kennels in the back to get our prospective adoptees ready.

      My phone danced on the metal table. Persephone jumped off. Unexpected interruptions weren’t her thing.

      Lefty’s name displayed on the screen. My contract had been forwarded to the Tigers organization this morning and I half expected him to be calling to tell me thanks, but no thanks.

      Persephone did not work cheap.

      “Addie, I’m so glad I caught you. I hope this is a good time.” Lefty sounded frazzled.

      I nodded to Erin and motioned for Persephone to follow her. “Yeah. What’s up?’

      “You might have noticed that we had a lot of broken bats last night.”

      I hadn’t thought it was unusual, but Henry had marveled at it. The Tigers had broken so many bats that whoever was in charge of the music at the Poppers game had a special sound effect for it by the end of the game, which the kids in attendance had found hysterical.

      “I did.”

      “We think someone might have tampered with them.”

      “Who supplies the bats?”

      “The bat companies contact the players. They’re most likely to reach out to the up-and-coming players, offering a sample bat in hopes that when they get their big contracts, they’ll place an order. They also send bats to the rehabbing players, hoping their bat might be the edge that gets them back in the major league.”

      “Players like Marty Rodgers.”

      “Exactly. Marty had several broken bats last night. He already has a contract with a bat company. His equipment is some of the best in the league. Understandably, he was really frustrated. He wanted to bring a championship home to Tampa while he was here, as a thank you for taking a chance on him this late in his career.” Lefty sighed. The celebrations were still in full swing around here, and he was probably reeling from the loss. “Then we found a note in Marty’s locker.”

      A chill went down my spine. “What did the note say?”

      “That if he wasn’t careful, he’d seen his last at bat.”

      “This sounds like it might be a little over my head.” My heart thumped in my chest. If someone hurt Marty Rodgers before I was able to settle the case, I’d never be able to live with myself.

      But what if someone hurt him because I didn’t take the job?

      “Things have definitely escalated since we talked last night. Which means we could really use your expertise as soon as possible.”

      Since the season was over, I’d had a little time before I was slated to head to Florida. Or so I thought.

      “Have you talked to the police?”

      “We have, but the security signal got jammed again, which makes us think the same person responsible for the damage at home plate left the note. The police weren’t able to get a clear print on it. Too many people had handled it by the time it got to them.”

      “Did the bats come from your stadium, or were they shipped directly from the manufacturer?”

      “The stadium. Our clubhouse manager oversees them at home, but on the road, making sure the equipment arrives is my responsibility.”

      Which meant there was a chance whoever was behind this could be targeting Lefty instead of Marty. But it could also mean there were two—or three—separate crimes at play.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Lefty seemed like the kind of guy who would take too many broken bats personally. Like he was the one who cost the team the game.

      “Me too. We need you here, Addie. Do you think you could come tomorrow?”
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      I made a list of people who could be responsible as Persephone slept next to me on the plane. She’d had a big day yesterday, placing a cat, two bonded cockatiels, and a bunny with their forever parents. I was even prouder of her for the work she did at the shelter than the things we were hired to find.

      As always, there was a list of people waiting for her to return. I held onto the dream that we could place all the animals, and there would be no need for the shelter.

      A few bumps upon landing startled her awake. “Where am I?”

      “Tampa.” We’d left in such a hurry I hadn’t had a chance to fill her in on all the details. “Look, there’s a palm tree.”

      It was the first one I’d seen in person, and even if it was through an airplane window, I was still excited.

      Persephone peered out the window, and then booped my face with her cold little nose. “This is the place with all the fish?”

      “Yes.” I laughed. “I’ll get you some as soon as…as soon as I can.”

      We’d left in such a hurry I didn’t know all the details of what we were assigned to do.

      I didn’t bother to coax Persephone back into her carrier. She was getting used to wearing her harness—at least, she wasn’t complaining about it as much. I’d take whatever little victories I could get. And I felt better having her out, in case she saw or smelled something I didn’t.

      Lefty was meeting us in the baggage claim, and I hoped I’d recognize him without his uniform. I might have to pull up a picture of him on my phone…

      There was a text from Henry. Have a great time. I’ll check out the Poppers forums tonight when I get home from work.

      I had a niggling feeling that someone from the home team could have tampered with things to make the game more difficult for the Tampa Bay Tigers.

      “There’s Spy Kitty!” someone called out.

      “Addie, what are you looking for this time?”

      “Can you get Persephone to say something to us?”

      “We saw you at the Tigers-Poppers game the other night. Does this have anything to do with that?”

      I smiled and waved. Usually, our paparazzi were under five feet tall, but these were adults with video cameras and microphones. Something told me this wasn’t the last we’d see of this crew.

      “I’ll tell you what we’re up to as soon as I can.” That seemed safe. I hoped. “First mission is to get this cat some fish.”

      A few people in the crowd shouted out suggestions, but my head was spinning too much to take them in.

      “Addie!” Lefty called out. He had on a baseball cap and a polo shirt with the Tigers logo on it. He furrowed his brow as the paparazzi followed us. “Did you tell them you were coming?”

      “No.” Someone could’ve seen me boarding a Tampa bound flight with Persephone and alerted the media. It was crazy to think anything I did was news, but people probably figured out if I took to the skies with my talking cat, we were going to solve a crime.

      “Probably Stu running his mouth again,” Lefty mumbled before he held his arms up. He might not have been a professional athlete anymore, but he was still an imposing figure. “Addie and Persephone are guests to Tampa. Let’s show them the best this city has to offer.”

      No one dared argue with the baseball legend. The camera people backed up.

      “Didn’t think word would get out so fast,” he said as he led us over to the baggage claim. “Of course, I had to okay your fee through the operations office. Maybe someone there got excited.”

      “After we found Cupcake, our following exploded.” Our last case was searching for a missing famous cat. One of the other reasons Casey stayed in New Hampshire this time was that she was working on some Spy Kitty merchandising deals to capitalize on Persephone’s popularity. All proceeds going to Helping Paws. “We should put together an official statement, so people know why we’re here, without giving too much away.”

      Lefty nodded. “Are you ready to get right to work?”

      “Yes.” I was getting better at traveling
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