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        Details on how to get your copy at the back of this book!

      

      No one ever thinks about how important it is for small snakes to have names. Even small snakes who are valuable members of an investigative team are overlooked.

      

      Which means certain small snakes are going to have to take matters into their own tails …

      

      Find out how to claim your free story at the back of the book!

    

  


  
    
      To friends who are family,

      And family who are friends.

      Yours, mine, and everyone’s.

      You are extraordinary.

      Thank you.
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            THE LOGISTICS OF CAT CHESS

          

        

      

    

    
      We were playing chess at our beaten-up old desk when a magician called to ask us about a dead man.

      Which isn’t entirely outside our area of expertise, but still. Those are two things I’d rather not deal with again. Once bitten, twice as likely to get infected, or whatever.

      Anyway, to be clear, Callum was playing chess. I was mostly pointing out that the rules were arbitrary and illogical, and that he shouldn’t complain so much. It was, after all, a cat’s natural instinct to knock stuff on the floor, and if he had so many objections to it then he should get himself a human chess partner.

      “Don’t,” he said, pointing at me. “You said you knew how to play.”

      “I do,” I insisted. “It doesn’t mean I agree with it. Human rules are ridiculous. I mean, the bishops I get – religious warriors are always tearing off in weird directions on a mission from their god of choice. But you can’t tell me knights ride into battle at right angles. That’s just impractical. And how would they ever finish a quest if they can’t go in a straight line?”

      Callum glared at me. “Those are the rules. It’s a game, not an actual bloody battle.”

      “Are the knights drunk? Is that why they can’t ride in a straight line? Or are the horses drunk? That could be it.” I patted one with a paw, knocking it over, and he made a frustrated noise.

      “Can you play or not?”

      “And then you’ve got castles running about the place. When has a castle ever actually got involved? Was it the human who came up with the rules who was drunk? Someone was definitely drunk.” I knocked over a pawn and watched with my ears pricked as it rolled to the edge of the desk.

      “Right. I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea,” Callum said, grabbing the tatty cardboard box the game had come in. It was missing one queen, and we were using his lighter instead, which made me think he’d got the set out of the bin rather than a charity shop, which was our usual shopping destination. The career path of the private investigator is not as lucrative as one might imagine. Nor as glamorous. And it seems to involve a lot more running than I generally approve of, usually from someone or something that wants to do terrible things to us.

      “I don’t know why you thought it was a good idea, either,” I said.

      “I should’ve just asked Mrs Smith to play,” he told me. “Not that she’s any clearer on the rules, but at least she wouldn’t have whinged this much.”

      “I’m not whingeing. And I totally know the rules. I just don’t agree with them.” I tapped another knight experimentally. “Cat chess makes much more sense.”

      Callum paused with his hand raised to sweep the board clean. “Cat chess? That’s a thing?”

      “Sure. It just involves fewer drunk knights and more actual fighting.” I considered it. “Also naps.”

      “Custard, too, I suppose.”

      “Oh, now that’s a good idea. Do we have any?”

      Callum hmphed and abandoned the box. “I need a cuppa anyway. Or possibly some sort of cat tranquilliser.”

      “You’re just grumpy from nicotine withdrawal,” I told him as he got up and padded into the little alcove that passed as our kitchenette. “Have a biscuit.”

      He said something unrepeatable about my opinions and clattered around with the kettle, still muttering to himself. I was fairly sure it was less the health benefits that had convinced him to try quitting smoking than it was our rather dire lack of cases, and therefore income. We’d been dodging the landlady for the last month, and if it wasn’t for our extravagantly coiffed across-the-hall neighbour Mrs Smith accidentally making too much food and buying too many groceries on a regular basis we’d have been going pretty hungry. Of course, if Callum would stop taking cases that paid in knitted river weed scarves and rosehip foot tinctures we might be doing a bit better. Opening our books to Folk cases – magical cases – had not exactly filled our coffers the way I’d hoped.

      But, thanks to Mrs Smith, there was custard. Callum put a bowl in front of me and sat down with his cup of tea, his fingers twitching toward the desk drawer where his last packet of cigarettes was stashed. He stopped himself, ran a hand back over his scruffy hair, and sighed.

      “We need some work, Gobs.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” I said, sampling the custard. We usually got what we could at the corner shop down the road, which meant weird off-off-brand products that were a month past their sell-by date. Mrs Smith went to the proper supermarket, and the custard was excellent, although she’d probably disapprove if she knew it was me eating it rather than Callum. “We need to get a bit more proactive, I think.”

      Callum tapped his fingers restlessly on the mug. “More proactive. What do you recommend, then? Radio ads? A bit of an infomercial? A flyer drop regarding magical investigators for hire?”

      “Your nicotine withdrawal is definitely showing.” I licked my chops. “I just mean we could get a little more inventive. Really find some cases. And not magical bloody ones that pay in moonlight in a bottle.”

      Callum looked at the bottle resting on a pile of tatty paperbacks. It had once held cheap vodka, by the look of it, and was currently shedding a weak pool of silver light on the covers. It was more impressive at night, but we hadn’t been able to work out how to turn the damn thing off, so it spent most of its time in a drawer. “It’s a really nice light, though.”

      “Which doesn’t pay the rent.”

      “No, but how can we just find cases? It’s not like there’s a PI bulletin board anywhere.”

      “Sure. But what if, say, a local pawnshop lost some stock, and we just happened to know how to get it back, and—”

      “No.” He opened a packet of biscuits that were so far off brand I couldn’t even tell what they were meant to be. They were just called “Biz-Kit”. “We are absolutely not robbing a pawnshop.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t do the robbing. That’s just silly. We’d—”

      “No.” He examined a Biz-Kit dubiously.

      “Oh, come on! Your family was like the last great criminal enterprise of the north. I’m just talking about borrowing some stuff from a pawnshop and giving it back again.”

      “And I got out of all that, remember?”

      “I’m not suggesting we expand into G&C London, Criminal Endeavours. Just a little dabble before we end up starving and living in the car.”

      “We’re not starving,” Callum said, and we both watched a moth crawl out of the Biz-Kits and venture off across the room. He sighed, pushed the packet away, and pulled the desk drawer open.

      “No!” I snapped. “Come on – you’ve almost done a week!”

      “I can’t have no biscuits and no cigarettes,” he said, in the sort of tone that indicated he was going to descend into the depths of despair without them. That, or break something.

      “Then stop being so bloody moral and let’s go and find some money for biscuits!”

      He pulled the cigarette pack out of the drawer, accompanied by a small green snake who was clinging grimly to one corner with his teeth. Callum sighed and set both the snake and the packet on the desk. “I’m not robbing a pawn shop to pay for biscuits.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” I complained. “I’m not saying we rob it. We just make an arrangement—”

      “No.” He pried a corner of the packet open while the snake hissed at him, and extricated a cigarette.

      “Don’t do it.”

      “Just leave it, Gobs,” he said, the words a sigh. He flicked the lighter, the flame lighting his face and turning the shadows under his eyes into bruises. These days it seemed as though every time I woke up in the night he’d be sitting at the desk reading another cheap paperback with a torn cover, or staring out the window with a mug in one hand. I mean, given our cases – and often our clientele – a little insomnia was to be expected. Personally, I had regular nightmares about Komodo dragons chasing me through endless sewers while oversized land crabs nipped my toes and creatures from the void dribbled on my neck, but I don’t think Callum slept enough for nightmares. I think some of his memories filled that gap for him, and they were from older times than our cases.

      Now he inhaled on the cigarette and started to lean back in his chair, and I launched myself over the abandoned chessboard. He yelped and tried to shove the chair away, but I barely touched down on the desk in front of him before jumping again. I hit his chest, swiped the cigarette out of his mouth and onto the scarred lino floor, then flung myself back again. Callum lunged forward, but I was ahead of him, skittering across the old desk and snatching up the packet of cigarettes before I shot straight off the other side and onto the floor. Green Snake watched me go with a bemused tilt to his head.

      “Gobs!” Callum yelled, and grabbed the Biz-Kits, waving them at me threateningly. “Give them back!”

      “You told me not to let you have them,” I said around the pack, rather indistinctly.

      “I’ve rethought that. Give them here.” He came around the desk and beckoned to me with his free hand, not lowering the Biz-Kits.

      I eyed them warily and edged toward the window, keeping the desk between us. “Nope.”

      “I’ll give you more custard.”

      Tempting. “No,” I repeated, jumping onto the windowsill.

      “Tuna. I’ll get some tuna.”

      “With what money?” I managed.

      He waved a little helplessly. “I’ll get some.”

      I examined the window. It was open just enough that I thought I’d be able to force the packet through the gap. “How?”

      “Don’t do that,” Callum said. “Don’t just throw them out.”

      I stared at him. “You should’ve thrown them out. Why’d you even keep them?”

      “What’s that? I can’t understand you.”

      I almost dropped the packet to repeat myself, then narrowed my eyes at him. “Ha.”

      “Come on, Gobs. Give them to me and we’ll talk about the pawnshop thing.”

      “Talk now,” I said, and snuffled. The stink of the damn things was getting up my nose.

      “Jesus, just put them down,” he snapped, and shook the Biz-Kits. “Don’t make me do this.”

      “You won’t,” I said, and he hurled the pack at me. I squawked and leaped off the windowsill, bolting for the kitchenette as the biscuits bounced off the glass behind me. “You turnip!”

      “Give them to me!” he shouted, and lunged forward, trying to block the door and trap me in the tiny kitchen area (I harboured suspicions that what the landlady described on our legally questionable lease as a “full service kitchen” had once been an airing cupboard. It was that sort of size). I shot between his legs, teeth still clamped firmly onto the cigarette packet, and headed for the window again. Callum spun and threw himself after me. His hand slipped off my hindquarters and I growled, leaping onto the desk then to the windowsill, struggling to force the packet through the gap. It caught on one corner, and Callum scrambled to his feet. He slammed the window down, almost catching my paw.

      “Hey!” I yelled, and he hesitated, a horrified look on his face. I snatched the packet up again and jumped for the desk. Callum almost caught me as I leaped, but I slipped away. I landed badly and slid across the chessboard, scattering pieces everywhere, then shot straight off the other side with a muffled squawk. Callum threw himself over the desk, yelping as he landed on the chess pieces, and plunged after me, catching himself on his hands before he could faceplant onto the floor.

      “Gobs!” he shouted. “Stop it!”

      I dropped the packet so I could shout back. “You stop it! I’m saving you from yourself, you … you battered squash.”

      “You what?” he asked, peered at me through the mess of hair falling in his eyes. It needed a cut. It always needed a cut, even after Mrs Smith had just attacked it with her kitchen scissors.

      “Pancake,” I said, and we stared at each other for a moment, then he dived off the desk, reaching for the cigarettes. I tried to grab them at the same time and bit his finger instead – which was an accident, in my defence.

      “Hey!” he yelped. “Agreement, remember? No biting!”

      “Sorry,” I said, letting go, then lunged at his hand and wrapped all four paws around it. “Drop them. Drop them!”

      “Gobs, let go,” he said, and tried to pry me off with his free hand.

      “Never!” I yelled, suddenly enraged by the twitching of his arm. I tightened my grip, my tail lashing furiously, and yowled, “You’ll never get them!” Then I buried my teeth in his thumb, agreement or no agreement.

      “Ow! I will take you to the bloody rescue, you MUTT!” Callum shouted, trying to shake me off. I just gripped harder, growling.

      And things could’ve got really out of hand, but at that point the phone rang.

      Saved by the ringtone and all that.
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      We stared at each other, me still wrapped around his arm and him with one hand dangerously close to grabbing me by the scruff of the neck. Admittedly, that one wasn’t explicitly banned, but it shouldn’t need to be. No one can imagine it to be anything but painful and undignified for an adult cat of my standing to be lugged about like a recalcitrant kitten.

      I freed my teeth from his thumb and said, “Are you going to get that?”

      “Are you letting go?” he countered.

      “Are you going to get the phone or the cigarettes?”

      He shot a sideways look at the packet, lying half-crushed next to us while the phone continued to blare joyfully. “Both.”

      “Then no.” I dug my claws more firmly into the sleeve of his hoody.

      He sighed and sat up, grabbing the cigarettes with his free hand then scrabbling around in the wreckage on the desk.

      “Hurry up!” I said. “It’ll ring out. And it might actually be a case.”

      “It’d help not to have a cat attached to me.” He found the mobile under a toppled pile of books and thumbed the screen, tucking it between his shoulder and cheek as he shook a cigarette out of the packet one-handed. “G&C London, Private Investigators.”

      I couldn’t hear the voice on the other end, but I watched the angle of Callum’s shoulders stiffen, his hand pausing with the cigarette halfway to his mouth.

      “Callum North, yes,” he said, using the family name he’d abandoned around the same time he’d shaken off his hometown of Dimly. That had been before we’d met, and until recently I’d never wondered why he’d been happy enough to use my name. I mean, London’s a good name. I didn’t blame him for borrowing it.

      Callum wasn’t looking at me, his gaze on the desk without seeing it.

      “Who is it?” I asked, and he shook his head slightly, taking the phone from his shoulder. I let go, rolling onto the desk, and he started to rub a finger over the thumbnail of the same hand, smearing the blood where I’d bitten him.

      “What’s this about?” he asked, the words stiff.

      I lifted myself onto my hind legs, pawing at his arm. “Put it on speaker.”

      He glanced at me finally, and shook his head again. He’d swapped to chewing on his thumbnail now. “Mr Lewis, what’s the job?”

      Mr Lewis? That was familiar, and not in the way that brought warm fuzzy feelings. “Speaker,” I hissed, and when he ignored me again I tried to climb to his shoulder, but he just shook me off and stepped away from the desk.

      “When?” he asked, then nodded. “Fine. See you then.” He put the phone down, blinked at it, then stuck the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and fished the lighter out from among the chess pieces on the floor. I watched him, my eyes narrowed, and Green Snake emerged from the mess of books and slithered up to me. We exchanged glances, then went back to looking at Callum. He lit the cigarette without looking at either of us.

      “And?” I said finally.

      “It was Lewis,” he said, starting to collect the debris from the floor.

      “I got that. Who’s Lewis?”

      He rubbed the corner of his mouth. “Ifan’s dad.”

      “The magician?”

      “The magician.”

      “What did he want?” The last time we’d seen Lewis, we’d been hunting for the source of a zombie outbreak in Leeds, and he’d been less than helpful, to put it mildly.

      “He has a job for us.”

      “What is it?”

      “He didn’t want to go into it over the phone. He wants us to go to the house.”

      “Oh, that sounds good,” I said. “Let’s see, the last time we saw him he accused you of being a junkie who was just hoping for a handout. Now he suddenly thinks we can help him?”

      He shrugged, knocking ash into an old tin on the desk. “I suppose there aren’t too many PI firms in Leeds specialising in Folk cases.”

      “No, I imagine the rest of them charge in actual money.”

      He almost smiled at that. “He said it was to do with Ifan.”

      “Ifan’s dead.” I saw Callum’s mouth twitch slightly as I said it, and I suppose I should have used some human phrase like passed away or pushing up dandelions or something, but it all came to the same thing. Ifan had been buried in the cemetery where the zombie outbreak had started, and at about the same time, too.

      “He didn’t say he wasn’t. Maybe he just wants to find out what happened.”

      “I thought it was an overdose.”

      Callum shrugged, dropping into his chair and rubbing his face with one hand. “I don’t know, Gobs. But it’s a job, right?”

      “It’s a magician’s job, and the magician in question didn’t like you too much. And the last time we went poking around looking for dead people we ended up dealing with zombie hordes. Do we have to repeat that?”

      Callum stubbed his cigarette out and looked at me, those shadows looking darker than ever under his eyes. “Ifan was a friend. I at least owe it to him to find out what his dad wants.”

      I sighed. “I thought we were done with your dodgy past after Dimly. How much of it do you have?”

      “Well, less than you. I’ve only got one life’s worth.”

      “So you should listen to wiser heads.”

      “When you stop getting yourself killed in every life I’ll think about it,” he said, and picked up the Biz-Kits, releasing another moth. “We need the cash, anyway. And what’s the worst that can happen?”

      “Well, now you’ve said that, anything. He could throw fireballs at us. Dump us in pits of snakes and spiders.” I looked at Green Snake. “No offence.”

      Green Snake flicked his tongue at me, which could’ve meant anything.

      “We’ll just go talk to him,” Callum said. “Nothing too bad can happen if we just talk to him.”

      Which sounded like the sort of thing everyone says just before enchanted tadpoles start coming out of their ears, if you ask me.
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      Enchanted tadpoles and dead friends aside, nothing more was happening that day, and a cat needs their sleep. Usually a good sixteen hours will suffice, but it was a lot less than that when the pounding started on the door. I jerked upright in my bed on top of the filing cabinet, the morning still damp and dark against the windows.

      “London!” someone bawled outside. “London, get yourself up!”

      Callum sat straight up with a yelp and rolled off his bed, which did service as an armchair during the day, and, along with the desk, made up the majority of our furniture. “Coming!” he yelled, stumbling to the door before our early morning visitor could smash it off the latch. Not that it would take a huge effort to do so – the structural integrity was pretty compromised. We’d had to repair it more than once after overeager clients had decided locked just meant hit it harder.

      Callum pulled the door open to reveal our landlady, her hand raised to bang on the door again. Two of her sons lurked behind her in the shadows of the patchily lit hall. They had the sort of faces that were designed for lurking, in my mind.

      “Morning,” Callum said, giving her one of his Callum smiles, the one with dimples at the corners that seemed to encourage a certain proportion of the population to just trust him.

      Not our landlady, however. She just scowled at him. “You’re behind again.”

      “I know.” He ran a hand over his hair, making it stand up in strange directions. “I’ll have it by the end of the week.”

      “Is that this month’s rent, or last?”

      He tried the smile again. “I’ll get it.”

      “You’d better. Plenty of people looking for decent housing in this area. Don’t think I won’t kick you out.” She turned and marched down the hall, her sons lurking after her, doubtless to bang on someone else’s door. No one in this place was exactly excelling at life.

      I looked around at the flaking paint on the walls and the draughty window with the mouldy stain underneath that wouldn’t go away, no matter how much bleach Callum had tried on it. “Does she believe herself when she talks about decent housing?”

      Callum snorted, pulling his hoody on. “Like we have much choice.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.” I watched him amble into the kitchenette and flick the kettle on. “So I suppose this means we’re meeting the creepy magician?”

      He put a teabag in a mug and rubbed his hair again, making it even more tangled. “It’s all we’ve got.”

      “You know it won’t really help Ifan? And you hadn’t seen him for years, anyway. Certainly not since I’ve known you.”

      “I know.” Callum hadn’t even gone to the funeral, just spied on it from the cemetery gates. That didn’t exactly sound like bestie material to me, but Ifan had been there before I’d met Callum. He’d got Callum out of his hometown of Dimly and away from his family – even helped him kick some of the nastier Folk drugs, although the human ones had hung on a bit longer. The only reason we’d stumbled onto the whole zombie outbreak was because Callum had wanted to visit Ifan’s grave, so that had been a fun day.

      At least Ifan hadn’t been a zombie. Or we thought he hadn’t – we’d put the zombies down, but we’d never spotted Ifan. Which was probably a good thing, as I wasn’t sure Callum would’ve actually been able to deal with him as needed, and as highly suited to many things as cats are, zombie dispatch is not one of them.

      “And I should just point out that the last time we helped a long-lost friend of yours we almost got killed by your long-lost sister. And there was a Cerberus dog.”

      “Ez didn’t actually try to kill us—”

      “Okay, so your long-lost friend’s recently lost sister did, or whatever. My point being, you have too many long-lost whatevers popping up about the place, and it’s now company policy that we either avoid them or at least get them to pay up front in case anyone gets eaten by lizards or zombies.”

      Callum carried his tea to the desk and sat down. “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

      “My name’s first, right? G&C London, not C&G.”

      He sighed. “Look, we’ll just find out what Lewis wants. He’s probably just trying to figure out what happened to lead to Ifan … you know.”

      “I don’t trust him,” I said. “What if he blames you for Ifan’s death?”

      “How? Like you said, I hadn’t been around for years.”

      “Who knows what a magician thinks. Maybe he read some chicken entrails and they told him.”

      Callum made a face and picked his cigarettes up off the desk. “Is that a magician thing? Entrails?”

      “I don’t know. Magicians. Enchanters. Sorcerers. They’re all creepy. Give me indigestion.” I shuddered.

      “Custard gives you indigestion. Doesn’t stop you though, does it?”

      I sighed. “He’d better pay well. I’ve seen his house. He’s not getting away with a couple of cloaking charms and half a sandwich or something.”

      Callum snorted. “I’m sure we’ll work something out.”

      “That’s not actually a business model, you know?”
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      Callum pulled the car up to the big metal gates of the magician’s house just before eight, and we sat there staring at the high walls and waiting for the clock to tick over. The battered old Rover didn’t exactly blend in on the broad, tree-lined street, full of chunky BMWs and flashy Audis slipping past on school runs and commutes. Houses hid behind high walls and secure gates, and everyone on the street seemed to shop at the same fancy, overpriced stores. Joggers with wireless headphones and bright, unstained shoes peered at us suspiciously, and more than one dog walker snapped a photo of the car in a not-particularly-subtle manner.

      Finally Callum checked the time on his phone and got out of the car to ring the intercom button, the collar of his long, stained coat turned up against the damp day. Winter had settled into the north, and not in a pretty, frost-glossed way. Everything was grey and dead and bored looking, waiting for spring to come back and liven things up again.

      There was no answer. Callum frowned and tried the buzzer again, then came back and opened the car door, looking in at me. I drew back, just in case he thought I should get out and join him.

      “He’s not there.”

      “Probably for the best,” I said, and meant it, although the pay would’ve been handy.

      Callum checked his phone again. “Maybe he nipped out for something.”

      “Or you got the wrong day.”

      “I didn’t get the wrong day.”

      “You didn’t even write the day down.”

      “It was Tuesday. Today.”

      “You need a diary,” I said, curling my tail over my toes.

      Callum swung back into the driver’s seat, tucking his tatty coat over his long legs. “We don’t have enough cases for me to need a diary.”

      “So what now?”

      “We wait, I suppose,” he said, and pulled his cigarettes out while I wheezed pointedly.
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      “Just go and have a look.”

      “No one just goes and has a look at a magician’s private property. There’re probably giant guard spiders in there. With fangs. And wings. Maybe tentacles.”

      Callum sighed. “We can’t just sit out here all day. Someone’s going to report us for lowering the tone of the neighbourhood.”

      I peered out the window at a very skinny woman in leggings and an oversized jacket, who was scowling at us and talking on her phone. “Let’s just go, then. He’s obviously decided he doesn’t need our services, and I for one—”

      “Don’t like magicians, I know. Just poke your nose under the gate and see if anyone’s about. He wouldn’t have contacted us if he had any choice, I imagine. So maybe something’s gone wrong.”

      “Which would be a good reason for us to stay out of it.”

      “He might need help. Anything could’ve happened.”

      “If I said good, one less magician, would that be considered unprofessional?”

      “Yes. Go on.” He leaned over me and opened the door, and I stared out at the rain distastefully. The skinny woman had moved on, and there was a squirrel watching me from halfway down the trunk of the nearest tree. I bared my teeth at it, and it chittered at me indignantly.

      “If I’m eaten by giant acid-spitting spiders, I’m going to be even more obnoxious in my next life. And I’m coming back to find you.”

      “Well, that’s something to look forward to.” Callum shut the door as I jumped out into the drizzle, pausing to sniff the mixed scents of leaking oil from the car and dog pee from the squirrel’s tree.

      I looked up at the squirrel, who was still glaring at me. “Hey,” I said.

      “Sod off,” it replied. “Bloody cats.”

      “Oh, lovely. Have you seen the magician go out? Or is he inside still?”

      “What do I care?”

      I sighed. “Just hoped for a little cross-species cooperation.”

      “Got any nuts?”

      “Not on me, oddly.”

      “Then take your cross-species codswallop and stuff it.” The squirrel scooted back up the trunk, and I grumbled at his retreating tail, but not too loudly. Where you had one squirrel, you had a pack, and if they took the notion of actually stuffing me, they might.

      I trotted to the gate and peered underneath. Nothing looked that out of the ordinary. I could smell shift locks burned into the fence, charms that stopped cats appearing within the property the way they appeared anywhere else they fancied. Humans – or at least humans who don’t see – think cats are simply around, without ascribing any sort of importance to it. We’re part of the scenery, as unnoticed as abandoned crisp packets and squabbling pigeons. Even those weird sorts who have to talk to every bloody cat they see never really think much about us, other than as objects of devoted attention. Which is, of course, as it should be.

      That’s how we end up cruising the halls of Downing Street and suchlike. Mostly just out of curiosity, to be honest. It’s not like we’re sabotaging things. Humans are plenty good at doing that for themselves. But we like to know what you’re up to, and we go where we want. Partly we do that by shifting, by stepping into the Inbetween, the space that runs between the worlds, and out again somewhere new. Or other cats do. A certain disagreement in a previous life meant I couldn’t do it unless I wanted to step out again missing some vital body parts.

      Magicians, however, know cats are rather more than just small, adorable gods (although we are also that). Magicians know about the cats of the Watch. They know who keeps an eye on the balance of magic and Folk in the world. If they’re any good – like old Lewis – they escape the notice of the Watch itself. But if they’re careless or cocky, and the Watch suspect they might threaten the balance by calling human attention to Folk, or using magic to raise themselves over other kinds, they’ll get visits. The Watch doesn’t go in for much in the way of warnings, either. They tend to favour the sudden attack over any sort of messing around. I knew that first-hand from my dealings with them.

      All of this means that magicians, along with most Folk, secure their houses with shift locks, little charms and runes carved into the bones of their property. Of course, a shift lock doesn’t stop a cat walking in. It just stops us stepping through the Inbetween and appearing in the living room, but it’s something. It kind of takes away the element of surprise, and for anyone who knows the way the world really works, they’re as vital as running water. For those who can’t make their own, shift locks are cheap enough to buy from the right market stalls. Although it pays to be sure it’s the right stall. More than one homeowner has activated a charm only to find that instead of locking cats out, they’ve actually summoned a small demon or – worse – a nymph in, and have to pay twice as much to get them removed. No one needs a nymph sitting in the kitchen sink, clogging the drain with their hair and asking why there aren’t any lilies.

      I squinted down the drive at the house, but I couldn’t tell anything from here. It just stared back at me, blank-faced and empty, a big old car sagging on the circle of gravel that met the steps at the front door, some ragged ivy crawling up one wing of the building and looking more dead than alive. The rest of the garden was much as I remembered it from last year – neglected and overgrown, full of topiary gone to misshapen seed and flowerbeds that were more weeds than flowers. The only difference was that everything looked more dead and mouldering in the winter rain. Lewis hadn’t made it up with the gardeners, then.

      I trotted back to the car and Callum opened the driver’s side door, looking down at me. “Well?”

      “Can’t tell,” I said. “Maybe he’s sleeping off a big night. It’s unreasonably early.”

      Callum sighed, tapping his fingers on the wheel. “Can you go in and have a look at the house?”

      “Absolutely not. Did I mention the possibility of fire-breathing spiders?”

      “Fine. We’ll both go in.”

      “And how do you suggest doing that? Are you going to squeeze under the gate too? I mean, you’d just about make it, but that might get us more than accusations of lowering the tone.”

      “You’re going to open the gate,” he said.

      “Aw, hairballs. Why do I have to be the one to go in first?”

      “It’s in your job description.”

      “I don’t have a job description.”

      “Of course you do. You put the cat in cat burglar.” He looked inordinately pleased with himself, and I glared at him.

      “Cat burglar? Really?”

      “Really. Now move it.” He pulled the door shut again, and I made a few suggestions about his parentage, then slunk back to the gate. This is the problem with being small yet perfectly formed. Someone always has jobs for you that no one else can do.

      Popping straight into a magician’s garden seemed like a good way to lose my fourth life, so I examined the gate itself. It was all slick, white-painted metal (with a few streaks of rust – I bet that got the neighbourhood watch in a huff), but the walls were invitingly chunky brick and most certainly not cat-proof. And if nothing else, a bit of height would give me a better view of any attack-arachnids.

      I bunched back onto my haunches and launched myself at the wall, skittering up to the smooth, damp top before gravity took too close a look at what was going on. I paused there, ears back against the rain, and surveyed the garden, feeling pretty pleased with my reconnoitring skills. Then a squirrel crashed onto the wall next to me, screeching squirrel insults. They’re pretty inventive and often nut-based, but I wasn’t in the mood.

      “Oh, sod off,” I said. “I’m nowhere near your tree.”

      “This is our wall,” he shrieked back.

      “It’s actually a magician’s wall,” I pointed out, and the squirrel suggested an unusual use for conkers, then screamed so loudly his ears trembled. I stared at him, and he made a few threatening little darts forward, chattering his teeth.

      “I’m not after your bloody nuts, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said.

      The squirrel chittered, and answering calls came from further up the tree.

      “Oh, come on,” I muttered, and glared at three more squirrels as they jumped down from the tree, tails rigid with indignation.

      “Thief!” the first squirrel screeched at me. “Nut thief! Nest thief! Murderer!!

      “That’s libel,” I said. “Or slander, or whatever. I’m just— Hey!” Because a squirrel had just landed behind me and nipped my tail. “Back off, you nut-addled rodent!”

      “Get off!” the first squirrel shouted. “Our wall! Get off!”

      “Off!” the other squirrels chorused. “Off! Off! Get off!”

      More squirrels piled down the tree, crowding the branches closest to me and shaking them with their weight.

      “Our wall!”

      The ones on the wall pressed around me, all sharp teeth and bright furious eyes and sharp-looking claws, and not a shred of reason among them. There never is with squirrels. Either they’re all cutesy picture-book paintings you can almost have a conversation with, or they get panicky about their nuts and turn into a horde of hysterical, nippy monsters. Give me a nice reasonable rat any day.

      “Callum,” I called, but he just peered at me through the windscreen and gave me a what do you expect me to do shrug. Some partner he was.

      “Get off!” one of the squirrels screamed, just about shattering my eardrum.

      “Okay!” I yelled. “Okay, okay, I’m going!” I started to slide my paws down the street side of the wall and about three of the damn monsters rushed me, pushing me back. “Hey!” I tried to scoot away but the one behind me nipped my tail again, and as I spun to confront him, the others pounced. They hit me in a solid scrum of soft grey fur, and I lost my footing as I was swept up by grabby little paws and long hard teeth and hurled off the wrong side of the wall. I squawked as I tumbled into space, twisting to turn the fall into a jump that was a long way short of graceful, and plunged straight into the magician’s garden with my body splayed as I tried to slow myself.

      I hit the ground harder than I’d have liked, recovered, and shot straight behind a bushy clump of weeds, panting and waiting for the spiders to emerge. None did, and as my breathing started to calm down I had to admit that I may have given the idea of giant cat-eating arachnids a little too much headspace and frenzied attack squirrels not enough. Not that I’m afraid of spiders or anything, but cat-eating ones were excessive, and just the sort of thing magicians would get up to.

      I blinked around, still breathing too hard, and spotted a little pillar to one side of the gates, about a car’s length down the drive. It looked very innocuous, which meant it seemed suspicious given the circumstances. Cats don’t hold much with the concept of private property or the trespassing on thereof, but magicians were fiercely protective of their houses. The whole place had a greasy sheen of magic to it, and I was half-expecting to be charged by a pack of Cerberus dogs any moment, if the spiders were off the table.

      Although, this being a fancy suburb of Leeds and not a pocket town like Dimly, where magic still lived, I supposed Cerberus dogs would be hard to hide. Folk are everywhere – the diminutive, fashion-forward barista at the local coffeeshop who always wears an oversized hoody could well be a faery, while half the plant nurseries in the country are run by dryads, and fauns make excellent sourdough and look pretty much indistinguishable from your average hipster anyway. But humans rarely see them for what they are. Kids do, but as they grow up they get told what to see so often that they start seeing it. Or not seeing it, to be more accurate. Which is why magical Folk can exist quite happily alongside humans, as long as they play by the rules. Cerberus dogs were not playing by the rules. Even the most unobservant delivery driver might notice the dog that just bit him had three heads to do the biting.

      No, Cerberus dogs and faeries with their tatty wings on show are best kept for pocket towns, where humans never go unless they already live half in the magical world, like Callum. So I was probably safe from them, but there was no telling what else a magician might have. Something unpleasant. Geese, maybe. I don’t trust geese.

      I eyed the sweep of gravel drive that led to the house. It looked even more potholed and weed-ridden than it had when we’d been here in the spring. The grass was long to either side, and could well have hidden a phalanx of advancing geese, if they were crawling on their bellies. Or giant spiders. I craned my neck, but I couldn’t see anything approaching. The place felt deserted.

      “Sod it,” I said aloud. “Let him come in and deal with the wildlife, then.”
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      I trotted to the pillar and investigated it, finding a round flat button hiding under an overhang to keep the rain off. It took a couple of jumps to hit the thing, but a moment later the gate was shuddering open on squealing hinges. Callum drove in, stopped to let me into the car, then nursed the Rover up the potholed drive until he could pull up next to the rusting hulk of the posh old car by the front door. He hesitated, then turned the Rover around so the nose was pointing back down the drive before he switched the engine off. One doesn’t get far in this job by not being prepared to run when necessary. Retreat is the better part of victory.

      We both stared at the house for a while, waiting for something to happen. Nothing did, and finally Callum ran his hands back through his hair and said, “Well. I suppose we’d better take a look, then.”

      “You first,” I said. “I had to deal with rabid squirrels, and you were no help whatsoever.”

      “I thought rodents were your thing.”

      “Not squirrels. Squirrels are the worst.”

      “Good to know.” He opened the door and peered around. “Does it seem okay?”

      “It’s a magician’s house. Okay doesn’t come into it. But I’ve not spotted any poison arrows or catapults, although it could be that cats are just too small to set them off. They might be saving themselves for humans.”

      “Encouraging,” he said, and climbed out of the car. He checked the garden, then waved me out and slammed the door behind us. It sounded loud in the rain-drenched silence, but our car actually looked pretty good next to the magician’s wreck of a Bentley, which was a first. Callum led the way to the front door and stared at it. There was no bell, just a heavy old knocker shaped like the taloned claw of some massive beast. Callum poked it, but it didn’t do anything, just sat there looking bland and tarnished. He looked at me, and I shrugged.

      “I can’t tell. There’s so much magic in this place that the door could be completely sentient and I’d have no idea until it bit your arm off.”

      “Right. I hadn’t even considered that the door could be the problem,” Callum said, and gingerly grasped the knocker. He gave it a couple of good raps, the noise echoing in the hall beyond, then let go and wiped his hand on his coat. “It’s warm,” he said, and I wrinkled my nose. The sound of the knocker was still rolling around inside, lasting far longer than it should have, and my tail was pouffing out so much it was taking on a life of its own.

      We waited.

      The house watched us with empty eyes, and eventually Callum knocked again, then tried the door handle. It turned easily under his touch, and we both heard the latch click open.

      “Not liking that.” The skin on my back was crawling, the heavy scent of spent magic snaking over the threshold and setting my paws itching.

      “It’s not a great sign,” Callum agreed, and pushed the door wide.

      “Which is the sort of thing sensible people say before closing the door again and walking away,” I said. “Just pointing that out.”

      But I stepped up next to him, and we stood staring into the cold, stale depths of the hall. It was one of those grand lofty things, not particularly wide or long, but with a ceiling that swooped up past the first-floor landing to the roof, and a staircase rolling up one side. The last time we’d been here, the hall had been tastefully decorated with dark, angry portraits and a taxidermists’ convention–worth of dead, stuffed animals crowding the walls and floor. They had formed a grotesque, endless hunt of snarling foxes and fleeing rabbits, boars and dogs and deer, and even birds hanging from wires like a nightmarish mobile. Odds were there were some cats in there too, but I hadn’t looked too closely last time, and I had no intention of doing so now, either. The only thing that could be said for the magician was that he was an equal opportunity lover of the dead, because there had been a tea party of human skeletons in fancy hats set up in one corner of the hall, too. Gods. Magicians. Weird as humans and five times as dangerous.

      All this I remembered from before, but as the dull light of the day washed over the room it lit something very different in the dusty shadows.

      The floor was covered with bodies. Long dead, taxidermied ones, but still. Bodies. They piled over each other, lips drawn back from sharp yellow teeth in eternal fury, legs stuck out stiffly except where they’d been snapped by the fall from the walls, or in whatever altercation had brought them down. The skeletons had collapsed into a confused, bony pile, and a skull had rolled across the tiled floor to sit near the door, staring sideways up at me. A couple of banisters on the stairs were broken, and the birds suspended from the ceiling were tangled into a feathery, broken knot. Glass from the shattered chandelier sparkled everywhere like a heavy frost.

      “Ah,” I said. “This seems even worse than the open door.”

      “You think?”

      The tiles shone bone-white under the tangle of ancient, threadbare hides and scattered bits of skeleton, and brightly coloured scarves and the multicoloured feathers from fancy hats were littered about the place like oversized confetti. There was a closed door to either side of us, and at the back of the hall a third stood ajar onto what I remembered as the magician’s study, the shadows too deep beyond it to make out anything more than a slice of dark green carpet. It was utterly silent in here, and I could hear rain on the gravel outside, a whisper of musing voices. But it wasn’t the cold, gently mourning silence of a mausoleum, where the dead rest. This was expectant. Waiting for the magician to return, perhaps. Or for someone to fill the gap he’d left behind.

      “Come on,” Callum said. “We’d better check the house. Maybe he’s still in here somewhere and needs help.”

      I sighed. “I knew you were going to say that. We need to put a danger surcharge in our contracts.”

      “We don’t have contracts,” Callum said.

      “We need to sort that out and all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The tiles were slick beneath my paws, and the whole place reeked of spent power and ground-in enchantments. It felt empty and not – the half-inhabited shell of a house built for a family but dwindled to nothing more than memories and twisting knots of resentful magic. It smelt of stale tobacco and old whisky and sorrow, and I sneezed.

      “That good, huh?” Callum asked. We’d stepped over the threshold and were both standing just inside the door, neither of us willing to go much further until we were sure nothing was going to try to eat us.

      “This whole place is just drenched in bloody magic,” I said. “If Lewis is gone, every two-bit enchanter in the county’ll want a piece of this place.”

      “What, they can take the magic?” he asked, nudging a fallen bird with the toe of his boot. It rolled over and glared up at us with a glassy eye.

      “If there’s no rightful owner. As long as Lewis is alive, the house and its power is still tied to him, but if he’s not, then his heir has to claim it before anyone else can. Or would have to, if Ifan was still around.”

      “And since he’s not?” Callum asked, stepping over a frozen hare and opening the door to the left. It gave onto a high-ceilinged room dominated by a massive fireplace and empty of anything except two spindly chairs and an unpleasant forest of disembodied antlers on the walls.

      “Then anyone who knows how to collect power can siphon it off. Or, preferably, take the whole house. Magicians’ homes soak up magic spills and store all the excess power, like a sponge, or a battery. And this is an old house. There must’ve been a lot of spills over the years. You can feel it.” And I could. My tail wouldn’t calm down, and even the air had that unpleasant, enchanted sheen.

      “Lewis’ family’s been in the area a long time,” Callum said, leaving the door ajar and crossing the hall to try the one to the other side. The room beyond it was overstuffed and floral, and smelled as though someone had been eating microwave meals a bit too often. “I don’t know how many generations, but more than a few.”

      “Awesome. Lots of power for the taking, then.” I shivered, examining the tangle of bone and bodies in the hall.

      “That seems bad. And it’d need another magician to take it over?”

      “Not necessarily. Just anyone with decent magical ability, really. A sorcerer. An enchanter, even.” I still hadn’t moved from the door. The stillness of the house wasn’t sitting right, and I kept thinking that it wasn’t actually still. Like something was creeping up on us, just out of sight.
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