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Chapter 1





It was Christmas Day and Atticus Grammaticus Cattypuss Claw, once the world’s greatest cat burglar and now its best-ever police cat, was relaxing on Inspector Cheddar’s favourite armchair at number 2 Blossom Crescent, Littleton-on-Sea. Atticus had just finished his Christmas lunch and his tummy was pleasantly full of turkey.


‘That was delicious,’ Callie said, throwing herself on the sofa.


‘Really good,’ Michael agreed, sprawling on the rug in front of the Christmas tree, ‘especially the roast potatoes and gravy.’


Mrs Cheddar joined them. ‘Yes, thank you, darling,’ she called to her husband. ‘It was even better than last year.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Inspector Cheddar’s cheery voice came from the kitchen as he went about collecting plates and stacking them in the dishwasher. Inspector Cheddar always did the cooking on Christmas Day. It was a Cheddar family tradition. ‘Do you want pudding now or shall we open our presents first?’ he asked.


‘Presents first,’ the children chorused.


‘I thought you’d say that!’ Inspector Cheddar said amiably.


Presents after lunch was another Cheddar Christmas family tradition.


Inspector Cheddar came into the sitting room and rearranged Atticus so that there was room for both of them in the armchair.


Atticus wished every day could be like Christmas. Normally Inspector Cheddar just booted him off.
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There was a big pile of presents under the Christmas tree. Michael sat on his heels and started handing them out.


‘One at a time,’ Inspector Cheddar said. ‘And remember to fold the paper so we can use it again next Christmas.’


‘You always say that, Dad!’ Michael rolled his eyes at Callie. Callie giggled.


Atticus understood why. Inspector Cheddar got so excited about Christmas presents he never took his own advice. He couldn’t wait for his turn to open a present and he always ripped the wrapping paper to shreds as soon as he got his hands on one.


‘Mum can start!’ Michael handed a gift to Mrs Cheddar. ‘This is for you, Mum, from me and Callie.’


Mrs Cheddar peeled off the Sellotape carefully.


‘Hurry up!’ Inspector Cheddar said.


‘I’m trying not to tear the paper,’ Mrs Cheddar protested. ‘You said you wanted to keep it for next year!’ She winked at the children.


‘I didn’t say take all day about it, though, did I?’ Inspector Cheddar said impatiently. ‘Pass me a present, Michael. It’ll be next Christmas before Mum opens that one at the rate she’s going.’


Michael handed Inspector Cheddar a parcel. Inspector Cheddar grabbed it and ripped it open with his thumbs.


‘Well, if you’re going to be like that …’ Mrs Cheddar laughed.


After that everyone dived in, including Atticus. Very soon the rug was piled high with a mountain of torn Christmas paper.


‘Phew, that was fun!’ Michael said when all the presents had been unwrapped.


‘I told you we should have folded up the paper,’ Inspector Cheddar grumbled. ‘Look at the mess!’


Callie and Michael laughed. ‘Honestly, Dad!’ said Callie. ‘You made most of it.’


‘I’ll go and get a bin bag,’ Mrs Cheddar offered.


Atticus inspected his presents while Mrs Cheddar pushed the remnants of the wrapping paper into a recycling sack.


‘Thanks, Mum, thanks, Dad, thanks, Atticus,’ said Callie. ‘I love all my presents.’


‘So do I,’ said Michael.


Michael had a new games console and Callie, who loved dressing up, had a new doctor’s outfit. They also had books, DVDs, sweets, toys, and, from Atticus (who was good at paw prints), special Christmas cards that he had made with Mrs Cheddar’s help.


‘I love my presents too,’ said Mrs Cheddar. ‘They’re very thoughtful.’ Mrs Cheddar was keen on gardening. Inspector Cheddar had given her a new pair of wellington boots and two books, which were entitled How to Make Compost and How to Grow Your Own Veg. She also received some homemade fudge from the children, and a new hairbrush from Atticus to replace the one the children had borrowed to brush his brown-and-black-striped fur and four white socks.


‘What about you, Atticus?’ Michael asked. ‘Do you like your presents?’
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Atticus purred throatily. Of course he did! He had a stocking full of cat treats from Callie and Michael, some Thumpers’ Badge Bright for his police-cat-sergeant badge from Inspector Cheddar and a new red handkerchief embroidered with his name on it from Mrs Cheddar. ‘For when the other one gets dirty,’ she said.


Atticus always wore a handkerchief with his name on around his neck. A spare one would be very handy.


‘And I like mine too,’ said Inspector Cheddar. Atticus had given Inspector Cheddar a sticky roller for removing cat hair from his uniform, and he had a new notebook and pen from the children for writing down important things when he was investigating a crime. ‘Although I’m not sure what this one is,’ he added. Mrs Cheddar had given him a scroll of yellow paper tied up with a red ribbon.
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It didn’t look like a very good present to Atticus. You couldn’t wear it or eat it or lie down on it. He wondered what it could be.


‘It’s your family tree, darling,’ Mrs Cheddar said, beaming at her husband.


Atticus was puzzled. He’d heard of an oak tree and a horse chestnut tree and a Christmas tree, but not a family tree. Besides, it wasn’t a tree. It was a bit of paper.


‘It tells you about your ancestors,’ Mrs Cheddar explained. ‘You know, who your great-great-great-grandparents were.’


That would be interesting, thought Atticus. Atticus was an orphan. He didn’t even know who his parents were, let alone his great-great-great-grandparents.


‘I thought you’d like it,’ said Mrs Cheddar to her husband, ‘because you’re so keen on family traditions, especially at Christmas.’


‘I love it!’ Inspector Cheddar gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘Come on, kids, let’s see if we’re descended from anyone famous.’ He squeezed in between Callie and Michael on the sofa.


Atticus wanted to see too so he sat on Michael’s lap.


Mrs Cheddar perched on the arm of the sofa.


Inspector Cheddar untied the ribbon and unrolled the piece of paper.
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Atticus squinted at it. Now he could see why it was called a family tree. On the paper a chart had been drawn. It had lots of lines at the bottom that looked like branches and got narrower as it went up the page, like an upside-down tree. Beside each branch was the name of one of Inspector Cheddar’s ancestors.


‘The earliest trace of the Cheddar family is the Scottish Cheddars of Biggnaherry,’ Mrs Cheddar pointed to the name at the top of the chart.


‘James Robertson Rennet Cheddar, also known as Wee Jimmy Cheddar,’ Callie read.


Atticus listened, fascinated.


‘He was a cheesemaker from the Isle of Mull,’ said Mrs Cheddar. ‘That’s why he was given the name Cheddar. He married Ailsa Dumpling in 1762 and they settled near Biggnaherry, where she was from.’


Atticus watched her trace three lines with her finger under Wee Jimmy’s name. ‘Wee Jimmy and Ailsa had three children.’ She waited for Callie to read the names.


‘Huge Jimmy, Big Jimmy and Wee Jemima,’ Callie said.


Atticus was getting the hang of it now. Underneath the names of Huge Jimmy, Big Jimmy and Wee Jemima were the names of their children and the people they married and so on and so on and so on until the chart got down to Inspector Cheddar, whose full name, interestingly enough, was Ian Larry Barry Dumpling Cheddar.


‘The Scottish Cheddars of Biggnaherry,’ said Inspector Cheddar. ‘Well I never! I always wondered why one of my middle names was Dumpling.’


‘I didn’t know you were Scottish, Dad!’ said Callie.


‘Neither did I,’ said Inspector Cheddar. ‘You learn something every day.’


‘Where’s Big and Hairy?’ Michael asked.


‘It’s not “big and hairy”, Michael,’ said Inspector Cheddar, affronted. ‘It’s Biggnaherry.’


‘It’s in the Highlands,’ Mrs Cheddar told them, ‘at the edge of a great moor. I looked it up on the map. We should go sometime, so Dad can learn more about his roots.’


Just then there was a loud roar from a motorbike outside, shortly followed by a knock at the front door. Mrs Cheddar went to open it. It was Mrs Tucker, the family’s child minder. She took off her motorbike helmet and hung it on the coat stand.


‘Merry Christmas!’ she said, coming into the sitting room. ‘I hope you don’t have any plans for New Year.’


‘No, not really,’ Mrs Cheddar replied.


‘Well, you do now,’ Mrs Tucker said. ‘Mr Tucker’s cousin has invited us all for Hogmanay.’


‘What’s Hogmanay?’ asked Callie.


‘It’s a Scottish New Year’s Eve party,’ said Mrs Tucker.


That sounded fun, thought Atticus. He liked parties. People dropped lots of food on the floor that he hoovered up without anyone noticing.


‘Mr Tucker’s cousin lives in the Highlands,’ Mrs Tucker added.


‘Whereabouts in the Highlands?’ asked Michael.


‘At Biggnaherry,’ said Mrs Tucker. ‘On the moor. Why?’ she asked, seeing the expression on Inspector Cheddar’s face. ‘Do you know it?’
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Chapter 2





‘Biggnaherry!’ Inspector Cheddar gasped. ‘That’s where my ancestors are from. What a stroke of luck!’ He showed Mrs Tucker his family tree. ‘Is Mr Tucker’s cousin called Dumpling, by any chance?’ he said. ‘We might be related.’


‘No. He’s called Don McMucker,’ said Mrs Tucker. ‘His wife’s called Debs.’


‘Hmmm …’ Inspector Cheddar started searching about on the family tree for any trace of the McMuckers.


‘We’d love to go, Mrs Tucker,’ said Mrs Cheddar. ‘Thank you.’


‘Good,’ said Mrs Tucker. ‘I’ll tell Herman to book the train tickets. Bones is coming too so Atticus will have some company.’


Atticus purred throatily. Bones was Mr Tucker’s ship’s cat. She and Atticus were very good friends and had been on several adventures together.


‘Oh, and Aysha’s asked if we can look after Mimi for a few days,’ Mrs Tucker said, ‘so she’s coming as well.’


Atticus’s purr deepened even more. Mimi, the pretty Burmese, was his best friend in the whole world.


‘Now, how about some presents?’ Mrs Tucker went to get her basket.


‘Yes, please!’ said the children, excited. Mrs Tucker was also an MI6 agent in her spare time, so she usually came up with some really good presents.


‘These are for you, Michael, and this one’s for Callie.’ She handed them two parcels.


‘Night-vision goggles!’ exclaimed Michael. ‘Thanks, Mrs Tucker! I’ve always wanted some of those.’


‘You’re welcome,’ said Mrs Tucker.


Atticus regarded them with interest. He didn’t need night-vision goggles because cats can see in the dark.


Callie’s present was a wristwatch.
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‘It’s not just a wristwatch,’ Mrs Tucker explained as Callie put it on. ‘It’s got a secret camera in it and a microphone for when you’re spying on someone.’


‘Cool!’ said Callie.


Mrs Cheddar unwrapped something that looked a lot like lipstick. ‘Should I try it on?’ she asked, removing the lid.


‘Definitely not,’ Mrs Tucker said, ‘unless you want your head blown off. Twist the end, dear,’ she said, ‘only don’t point it at anyone.’


Mrs Cheddar aimed the lipstick at the fireplace.


BANG!


A small firework shot out of the end and exploded in the grate.


‘Thank you, Mrs Tucker,’ she said. ‘I can see that being very useful.’


Inspector Cheddar got a big pair of woolly bedsocks. ‘What do these do?’ he said, fingering them suspiciously.
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‘They keep your feet warm,’ said Mrs Tucker. ‘Here you are, Atticus.’ She placed a box in front of him tied with a red bow. Atticus pulled the bow open with his teeth and used his claws to prise the lid of the box off. He purred in delight. The box contained a large quantity of fresh sardines – his all-time favourite food – packed head to toe in ice.


‘Herman caught them this morning,’ said Mrs Tucker. ‘He went out on the boat with Bones.’


‘And we’ve got something for you,’ Mrs Cheddar said. ‘Be careful, though. It’s delicate.’


Callie handed Mrs Tucker a parcel, which she unwrapped carefully. ‘A gingerbread house!’ she exclaimed. ‘How lovely!’


‘Michael and I made it,’ Callie said proudly, ‘with Atticus.’


Atticus regarded the gingerbread house critically. He’d got a bit sticky doing the icing, and the roof was a touch lopsided, but all in all it was a very good gingerbread house and he was glad Mrs Tucker was pleased with it. He thought Bones and Mr Tucker would like it too.


‘Thank you very much indeed,’ said Mrs Tucker. She turned to Mrs Cheddar. ‘Now, about this trip to Scotland, there are a few things I need to tell you …’


‘Why don’t I make you a cup of tea, Mrs Tucker?’ Mrs Cheddar offered. ‘We can chat in the kitchen. The children want to watch a film and I need to put the sardines in the fridge.’


‘And I want to have a nap,’ said Inspector Cheddar. ‘All that cooking’s worn me out.’


Atticus decided to get some fresh air. And there was someone he wanted to see. He slipped off the sofa, padded to the back door and hopped out through the catflap into the garden.


He felt excited as he walked down Blossom Crescent and turned right at the High Street towards the beach. He had never been to Scotland or celebrated Hogmanay before. And there was nothing much happening in Littleton-on-Sea. It was very quiet in the winter and since he’d called a truce with the magpies even they weren’t causing any trouble.


He reached the seafront and strolled along the wall past the pier. The tide was in so he couldn’t actually go and check the magpies’ nest, but he could hear the three birds chattering away quietly to themselves. It would be safe to leave them for a few days, Atticus thought. They wouldn’t risk  stealing anything shiny or they’d end up back in Her Majesty’s Prison for Bad Birds.
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He reached the beach huts. ‘Mimi?’ he called. He hoped she’d be there.


‘Atticus!’ Mimi meowed. ‘Merry Christmas!’


‘Merry Christmas!’ Atticus gave her a kiss on the nose. ‘I brought you a sardine,’ he said, unwrapping one from his handkerchief.


‘And I brought you a flower,’ Mimi tucked it into the knot. ‘It’s from Aysha’s shop.’


‘I’m so glad you’re coming to Scotland for Hogmanay,’ said Atticus.


‘Me too,’ said Mimi. ‘It’ll be an adventure.’


‘No, it won’t,’ Atticus said. ‘We’re just going for Hogmanay.’


‘It’s still an adventure if you haven’t done it before,’ Mimi insisted. ‘Besides, it might turn into something else with you around!’


That was true, Atticus thought, as the two cats wandered back to Mimi’s house to say hello to Aysha’s baby. Adventures did have a habit of creeping up on him when he wasn’t expecting them. And it had been a while since his last one: maybe it was time for another!
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Chapter 3





Meanwhile …




*





Under the pier, three black-and-white birds huddled together in a scruffy hollow made of twisted twigs. One was fat with ragged tail feathers, one was thin with a hooked foot, and the third – the leader of the magpie gang – was big and strong with glossy feathers and glittering eyes. His name was Jimmy Magpie.


‘I didn’t think the old place would need so much work,’ the scrawny bird said sadly, surveying the ruins of their nest. It had suffered considerable damage in their absence and, although the magpies had been back for a while now, none of them could be bothered to repair it.


‘It’s not that bad, Slasher,’ the fat one replied. ‘It just needs spring cleaning.’ He poked a bit of twig back into place and removed a quantity of rubbish, which he threw over the side of the nest into the sea.
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‘Yeah, but it’s not spring, is it, Thug?’ Slasher argued. ‘It’s winter. It’s bloomin’ freezing and we’ve got nothing to keep us warm.’


‘We could line it with seaweed,’ Thug suggested.


‘Too smelly,’ Slasher said.


‘What about some nice big knickers?’ Thug’s eyes gleamed. ‘We could steal them off a washing line.’


‘No one hangs up their washing in winter, stupid!’ Slasher retorted. ‘They put it in the tumble dryer.’


‘What if they don’t have a tumble dryer?’ said Thug.


‘Then they don’t wash ’em.’


‘Errrgghh,’ Thug said. ‘What we need is a furry nest snuggler.’ He shook his head sorrowfully. ‘I knew we should never have called a truce with Claw. He would have made a lovely nest snuggler. And we could have used his tail to make fluffy scarves.’


‘Yeah,’ Slasher grumbled. ‘He’d’ve deserved it after everything he’s done to us.’


Once, when Atticus was still a cat burglar, the magpies had asked him to steal all the shiny things in Littleton-on-Sea from the humans for them. That was when Atticus met the Cheddars, decided to stop being a cat burglar, and threw the magpies in jail instead. Since breaking out of Her Majesty’s Prison for Bad Birds the magpies had been on the run. It had been a great relief to them to finally return to their home under the pier when Atticus agreed not to arrest them after their latest crime spree, in exchange for their help and on the condition that they didn’t try to steal anything else.


Jimmy put his head on one side and regarded Thug and Slasher coldly. ‘Are you questioning my leadership?’ he asked. It was he who had agreed the deal with Atticus. ‘Cos if you are, I’ll punch you in the crop.’ He flexed a wing.


‘No, Boss,’ said Thug hastily.


‘Never!’ said Slasher.


Being punched in the crop by Jimmy was bad news on two levels. Firstly it hurt. Secondly it meant you couldn’t talk for a while. And Thug and Slasher loved to chatter.


‘Chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka!’


‘Chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka!’


‘Very wise, if I may say so,’ said Jimmy. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, relaxing a little, ‘we’ll get even with Claw when the time comes. We need to make sure we’re prepared. Then, when his guard’s down, we’ll whack him. Then, when we’ve whacked him, we can start stealing shiny things again.’


‘Good plan, Boss,’ Slasher agreed.


‘So, with that in mind,’ Jimmy grinned, ‘I’ve got a little surprise for you.’


‘Oh, Jimmy! A Christmas present!’ Thug gasped. ‘You shouldn’t have!’ He put his wings round Jimmy and gave him a big hug. ‘Is it something shiny? Please say it is. Or one of them yummy chocolates in the foil wrappers? I love the gold ones.’


‘Get away me, you big oaf!’ Jimmy shrugged him off. ‘It’s not something shiny. And you should lay off the chocolate, Thug. You’re too fat.’


‘I am not!’ said Thug, offended. ‘It’s feathers. They puff up in winter to keep me warm.’


‘You’re puffed up in summer too,’ said Jimmy. ‘It’s fat.’


‘What’s the present, then, Boss?’ Slasher asked. ‘If it isn’t something shiny.’


‘An army training camp,’ said Jimmy.


‘What?’ The two magpies looked at him in astonishment.


‘An army training camp,’ Jimmy repeated. ‘To make us fit so that we can bash Claw and his do-gooding friend, Inspector Cheese, and steal all the shiny things we want without them interfering.’


‘It sounds like awful hard work,’ said Thug.


‘That’s the point,’ Jimmy said.


‘I dunno, Jimmy,’ Slasher said, glancing at Thug. ‘I’m not sure me bad foot’s up to it. I’ve got Arthur-itis.’


‘And I’ve got a bald tail,’ said Thug. ‘They don’t take you in the army if your tail’s bald.’


‘Yes, they do, Thug,’ snapped Jimmy. ‘This is the Crow Brigade. They take anyone, even you. So stop making excuses, the pair of you. You’re going whether you like it or not. Now take a look at this. It came with the pigeon post yesterday.’ He leant over the nest and pulled out a piece of smudgy green card which was stuffed into an old screw hole in the rafter. It had black writing on it and a crow’s-foot logo in the top right-hand corner.




RECRUITING NOW! CROW BRIGADE ARMY TRAINING CAMP
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Think you’ve got what it takes to be in the Crow Brigade? One week’s basic training with our top commandos will sort out the tough turkeys from the dozy dodos amongst you.




 





Stamina, strength, hextermination and hexstreme survival techniques taught. Any member of the Corvus family may apply. Results guaranteed.




 





(Please note: fat, flabby and flightless birds are accepted. Also those with Arthur-itis. You’ll either be dead or a fully functioning fighter by the time we’ve finished with you.)





‘You sure we’re members of the Corvus family?’ asked Thug desperately. ‘Only I wouldn’t like to intrude on a family gathering, especially not at Christmas.’


‘You know perfectly well we are, Thug,’ Jimmy snapped. ‘Crows, jays, jackdaws, rooks, ravens and magpies are all species of Corvus. And Corvids are the most intelligent birds on the planet. Except for you.’ He gave Thug a peck and smiled to himself. ‘What a lovely bunch of villains to spend New Year with!’ he mused aloud. ‘We’ll have a whale of a time.’ His eyes glittered. ‘Well, I will anyway – watching you two suffer. Now go and pack. There’s a kit list on the back.’


Thug suppressed a sob. ‘Me poor old mum!’ he said. ‘What will become of her if I join the Crow Brigade?’


‘What are you talking about, Thug?’ asked Slasher. ‘Your mum got run over by an ice-cream van four years ago in the High Street.’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Thug. ‘Poor old me, then.’ He set about assembling his kit from all the bits and pieces the magpies had collected in the nest over the years. ‘What’s a bungee rope?’ he asked, reading from the card.


‘Search me, mate,’ said Slasher. ‘I’m taking a bit of knicker elastic.’


‘Good idea.’ Thug poked about in the pile of stuff.


A little while later Jimmy Magpie went through the list.


‘Black feather polish?’


‘Yep,’ Thug and Slasher replied.


‘Stamps?’


‘Yep.’


‘Head torch?’


‘Yep.’


‘Swimming goggles?’


‘I can’t swim,’ said Thug.


‘Too bad. Take them anyway.’


Thug packed two bits of clear waterproof sticking plaster – one for each eye – with a weary sigh.


‘Bungee rope?’


‘Sort of.’


That’s it, then,’ Jimmy said. ‘We’re ready.’


‘By the way, Boss,’ Slasher hoisted his pack on to his back. ‘Where’s the training camp being held?’


‘Somewhere remote, that you can’t escape from,’ Jimmy replied. He examined the flyer. ‘It gives directions on here somewhere.’ He found the information he was looking for. ‘On the moor,’ he read, ‘near Biggnaherry, in the Highlands of Scotland.’
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‘That’s miles away!’ Thug protested.


‘Which is why we’d better get going.’ Jimmy took a last look around the nest. ‘And remember, boys, when we get back – if you do get back, that is – Atticus Grammaticus Goody-Four-Paws Claw won’t know what’s hit him.’


‘Chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka-chaka!’


Chattering excitedly, the three magpies flapped out of the nest and headed north.
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