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by R.A. Moak

Journal Entry

Florence, Italy — April 17, 1952

I’ve just arrived in Florence. The city hums with beauty and history, but I’m not here to admire cathedrals or sip wine by the Arno. I’m following the trail of a tomcat named Marius — elusive, sharp, and far too quiet for someone due at a meeting this afternoon. Two o’clock came and went. No sign of him.

What little I’ve uncovered suggests Marius has a knack for appearing just before things go missing — sculptures, manuscripts, a painting or two. Nothing definitive, but enough to raise suspicion. His name surfaces in the margins of unrelated reports — half-erased, peripheral, but always nearby.

I worry I’m stepping into something larger than I understand. But I need to know more.

— J.C.
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The wind howled through the peaks as Archibald Chesterfield struck a match with shaking paws. The end of his pipe flared to life, casting a faint orange glow across his tired face. The fire crackled low in the hearth behind him, barely pushing back the chill that crept through the old cabin’s stones. On the table sat James’s journal, worn and frayed at the edges. Beside it lay the scroll whole now. Two halves, reunited. The secrets no longer hidden. And tucked behind them, glinting faintly in the firelight, the emerald sphere. It didn’t hum. It didn’t glow.   

It just sat there ancient, perfect,  impossibly still. Archie stared at it for a long time.  He thought of Nora. Of her laugh. Her steady paws. The moment she slipped the key into his coat pocket without saying a word. He tightened his grip on the pipe. And then there was Roxanne. There had been a moment just one when he’d thought it was finished. But she was still out there. Somewhere. Watching. Waiting. He shifted in the wooden chair, the bones in his back aching from the climb. Outside, snow battered the windows.  

The others would arrive soon once the roads cleared. Mabel, Eddie, Teddy, Dolores. Even Vince. All of them coming because he’d asked. Because there was still one truth left to face. Not long ago, he’d been a professor chasing footnotes. Now he was something else. He exhaled, smoke curling like a ghost in the firelight, and rested a paw on the closed scroll. 

Tomorrow, if the storm broke, he’d hike down the mountain and meet Vince before the others arrived. Just a few more hours of quiet of solitude before the final chapter began.   
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The students were quiet alert, even. Archibald Chesterfield set down his chalk and turned to face the rows of eyes staring back at him from the lecture benches. Dust filtered through the tall arched windows of the hall, catching the late light and hanging like a curtain in the air. Behind him, a blackboard bore the faded scrawl of today’s final word: Legacy. “Civilizations,” he said, adjusting his waistcoat, “are remembered not by what they conquered, but by what they left behind. Stones, scrolls, scars. Their greatest truths aren’t written in laws or ledgers— they’re found in fragments.” Pens moved briskly across lined paper. He let the silence stretch a beat longer before tapping the chalk tray with a knuckle. 

“Your essays on the Olmec codices are due Friday. I expect proper citations, full footnotes, and no heroic last-minute excuses. If your flat floods, write by candlelight. History waits for no one.” The bell outside chimed softly through the windows. The students stood, some grumbling under their breath, others still scribbling as they filed out. Archie remained still at the front of the hall, watching them go, one paw resting absently on the edge of the desk.

––––––––
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He exhaled slowly.  They were listening. That was rare.  He gathered his notes into a neat bundle and tucked them into his satchel. A folded flyer peeked out between pages—a university bulletin for an upcoming seminar: Illicit Trade in Antiquities—A Modern Crisis. He traced the edge of it with a claw, then smiled faintly. It brought back memories.   

During his final years at Oxford, he’d spent time abroad—months wandering archives in Florence, studying museum theft reports in Madrid, walking the damp marble floors of Lisbon’s vaults with ink-stained paws and questions that kept him awake at night. He’d picked up fluent Spanish, conversational Italian, and a taste for espresso strong enough to strip paint.   

Those were good years. Restless, but good. His path hadn’t always been so clear. After the accident—the car crash that took both of their parents, James and Olivia Chesterfield— he and Teddy had been left to piece things together. Olivia, once a police officer, had been the strong one, steady and unshakable. James, a brilliant historian with a meticulous eye for detail, had filled their home with books, old documents, and gentle wisdom. They had been the foundation. And suddenly, they were gone.   

Archie had poured himself into James’s notebooks, hoping to find meaning or at least structure. Teddy had taken a quieter path, sorting through dusty records and hiding behind clean lines and labeled boxes. They’d both ended up in the business of memory, in their own ways. Now, Archie taught. Teddy curated. And tonight, they’d sit across a dinner table together for the first time in months, glasses raised, plates full. 

––––––––
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Archie tightened his coat against the wind and stepped out into the fading day. The drive across London was uneventful. His coupe hummed through the narrow lanes, tires spitting rainwater as the mist thickened. On the seat beside him, wrapped carefully in cloth, sat two things: a velvet box, and a bottle of Clawridge Reserve 15-year-old Scotch. 

The letter opener had belonged to Olivia—sterling silver, engraved with delicate vinework along the handle. It had sat on her desk for years, slicing open invitations, holiday cards, handwritten letters. Archie had cleaned it the night before and packed it carefully in its original box. A gift. A keepsake. Something personal for Teddy and Dolores, late but meaningful and the Clawridge Reserve well, that was for the table. For the toasts. For the silence that came after the talking, when the fire dimmed and no one felt the need to fill the air.   

He turned onto his street, slowed the car, and frowned. Police lights. Three cruisers idled near the curb, their engines murmuring. Red and blue flashes lit up the wet bricks of his building. Yellow tape fluttered like a torn banner across the front steps. Two constables stood at the entrance, ears twitching, eyes alert. Archie pulled in a few doors down and cut the engine. He stepped out into the damp and looked up. His window—fourth floor—was dark, just as he’d left it. He adjusted his scarf, pulled his jacket tight, and walked forward. 

One of the officers raised a paw. “Evening, sir. Building’s closed. You’ll need to step back.”  “I live here,” Archie said evenly. “Flat twenty-three. Just stopping in to collect something before dinner with family.” The officer glanced toward the entryway, where a tall tom emerged from the shadows. 

Broad shouldered, black and white fur, long coat, and a scar over one brow. His eyes were sharp but not unkind. “Name?” the tom asked.  “Archibald Chesterfield.”  The tom produced a badge. “Detective Edward. You can call me Ed.”  Archie offered his university identification and driver’s license. “I left the college a little after five. Drove straight here. My brother’s expecting me—I’m running a bit behind.”      

Ed nodded, flipping open a small notebook. “You planning to stay the night?”   

“No. Just came to collect a gift I’d forgotten. Then I’ll be on my way.” “Sorry,” Ed said. “Whole floor’s closed.” Archie hesitated. “Might I ask what’s happened?” “Murder,” the detective said plainly.  There was no drama in the word— just weight.  Archie’s breath stilled. “Who?” “David Smit. Flat twenty-five.” His grip tightened on the bottle beneath his coat. David had been quiet. Soft-spoken. He read The Times and always passed it to Archie when he was finished, folded neatly. They’d shared idle conversation. Weather, books, the occasional commentary on the state of traffic in the city. Nothing deep. But kind. “He wasn’t the sort to cause trouble,” Archie said after a beat. “No,” Ed agreed. “And yet.” The detective scribbled something in his notebook, then snapped it shut. “You’ll need to make arrangements elsewhere. And if you think of anything unusual—anything at all—you report it.” Archie nodded slowly. “Of course.” “Have a good evening, Mr. Chesterfield.” Archie stepped back, the cold mist clinging to his fur, the lights from the cruisers painting streaks across the wet ground. He walked to his car and opened the door, pausing before sliding into the driver’s seat. The letter opener would have to wait. And the Clawridge Reserve, it seemed, would be poured under different circumstances. 

Archie didn’t go to Teddy and Dolores’s right away. He should have—he knew that. The bottle of Clawridge Reserve still sat carefully wrapped on the passenger seat, and the silver letter opener—meant to be a symbol of warmth and memory—rested in his flat guarded by Scotland Yards finest, untouched. The dinner would go on without him, delayed perhaps, but not derailed.   

Still, something kept his paws on the wheel. Something unfinished.   

Before he made his way back to the building, he stopped at a corner pub two blocks away. The bar was nearly empty. The barkeep, a wiry grey cat with a checkered scarf and a limp, barely looked up as Archie entered. “Telephone?” Archie asked. The barkeep jerked his chin toward the back. The payphone hung on the wall near the lavatory. Archie dropped in a coin and dialed from memory. The line rang twice before Teddy picked up.  “Hello?”   

“It’s me,” Archie said. His voice was low but steady. “Listen, I won’t make dinner.   

Something’s happened at my building. Police have cordoned it off. There’s been a murder.” “Bloody hell. Are you alright?” “I’m fine. I wasn’t there. I was on my way to yours when I stopped to grab the letter opener.”  “Should I come get you?”  “No. Not necessary. I’ll sort myself out. But I’ll be very late.” “Archie, what are you planning to do?” “Nothing reckless. I promise. Just—don’t wait up.” A pause. Then Teddy exhaled. “Be careful.”   

“I always am.”  He wasn’t. But it was the only answer Teddy ever let go unchallenged.   

––––––––
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Archie returned the receiver to its cradle and stepped back into the night.  

By the time he reached the building again, it was nearly two in the morning.

The rain had stopped, leaving a thin sheen on the street. The last of the cruisers had gone. Only one constable remained in a parked car down the block, sipping from a thermos, his hat tilted low. The yellow tape still fluttered faintly on the stair railings, but the urgency had passed. The building looked quiet again—sleeping, almost. 

Archie circled around to the alley, stepping over a loose brick and ducking beneath a fire escape he hadn’t used in years.   

During the blackout three summers ago, he’d climbed this very ladder when the elevators failed and the stairwell was flooded. He remembered the feel of the rust beneath his claws, the way the fourth-floor window creaked when opened from the outside. 

Now, he slipped off his shoes and flexed his paws. The brick was cold, the iron rungs damp, but he moved with practiced precision. Climbing wasn’t his strength—but Archibald’s curiosity was and curiosity made him brave.

He reached the fourth floor ledge and edged toward his own window. A string-based latch something he’d rigged in his early days here, more a novelty than a necessity—was still in place. With a flick of a claw, the catch popped free. 

The window creaked as it opened, slow and hesitant.  He slipped inside. The flat smelled of rain and old paper. Everything was as he’d left it—books stacked by the armchair, a coat draped over the sofa, a brass lamp half-lit on the desk. He stood still a moment, listening. Nothing. No footsteps. No voices. Just the steady tick of the wall clock and the faint rattle of the windowpane in its frame. He padded to the fireplace mantle, retrieved the box he’d set aside for the letter opener, and slipped it into his coat pocket. Then he moved to the door and pressed an ear to the wood. Silence.  

Archie turned the knob slowly, opened the door a crack, and stepped into the hallway.     

Down the corridor, the yellow tape still hung limp in front of David Smit’s door. Flat twenty-five. 

Archie moved toward it, careful not to let his claws click against the floor. He paused at the threshold, knelt beside the lock, and reached into the inner pocket of his coat.  A slender steel pick. A tension wrench. Not standard issue for a university professor—but Archie believed in being prepared.  The lock gave after a few careful turns. The door creaked open. The scent of blood hit him first. It was faint now, but unmistakable—metallic, sour, threaded through the air like something spilled and forgotten.     

The flat was dim. The main lamp in the sitting room had been switched off. Police had already swept the scene— Archie could tell by the light scuff marks on the floor, the shifted stack of books by the armrest, the slightly open desk drawer, but the room hadn’t been ransacked.

––––––––
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Whoever had done this had known what they were after. Archie stepped carefully across the rug, avoiding the darkest stains, and moved toward the desk. 

David’s workspace was methodical letters arranged by size, envelopes neatly tied in twine. A small brass reading lamp, still warm, sat next to an ink blotter. Nothing that screamed danger. Nothing that explained a murder. He opened the lower drawer. 

Papers. Receipts. A ledger of some sort, handwritten in sharp, careful script. He flipped through quickly—names, meeting locations, payment schedules. A few entries were blacked out with ink. He frowned.   

Then he noticed something odd: the drawer had more depth than its contents required. 

He tapped gently along the inside. A hollow thud.  False bottom. Archie used the pick again, wedging the tip beneath the edge. It shifted with a pop, revealing a slim cavity lined with felt. Inside: a folder, thin and tightly packed.     

He opened it. 

Documents. Lists. Names he recognized—some tied to known criminal syndicates in East London. Others he didn’t, but the details were clear. Financial exchanges. Schedules. One page outlined an arms shipment—military-grade weapons—scheduled for Friday evening. The location was circled. This wasn’t petty crime. This was infrastructure.   

David Smit had stumbled into something massive.   

Or worse—he’d been part of it. And changed his mind.   

Archie sat back on his heels, folder pressed to his chest.   

“What were you planning to do with this, David?” he whispered. “Were you going to turn it in? Or run?” He didn’t have time to answer the question. Not now. Footsteps echoed down the stairwell. Archie shut the folder, slid it into his coat, and crept back into the hallway. He locked the door behind him, quick but careful, and returned to the fire escape without being seen. By the time the constable down the block looked up from his thermos, Archie was halfway down the alley, boots in hand, blending with the fog. 

It was nearly three by the time Archie arrived at Teddy’s house. 

The streets were quiet. The wind had calmed. Fog clung to the corners of the old stone terrace homes, muffling the sound of his footsteps as he walked up the narrow path, silver letter opener tucked under his arm with the still wrapped bottle of Clawridge Reserve. 

He knocked twice sharp but light. 

A moment later, the door opened. Teddy stood in his robe, spectacles pushed up into his mane, his fur slightly rumpled. He took one look at Archie and frowned. “You look like hell,” he said. “I feel like it,” Archie replied.   

Teddy stepped aside to let him in. The hallway smelled faintly of roast and rosemary— Dolores’s doing, no doubt. The kitchen light was still on, though the rest of the house had gone to sleep. Archie shrugged off his coat and boots, setting the bottle on the counter with a soft thunk. His fur was damp, his sleeves dusted with ash and old wallpaper.   

“Dolores asleep?” he asked. Teddy nodded. “Since 

midnight. She tried to wait up. I told her not to bother.”  Archie reached into his satchel and pulled out the velvet box.   

“I didn’t forget,” he said, handing it over. Teddy took the box, opened it, and stared down at the silver letter opener. His expression shifted—first surprise, then something quieter, harder to name.   

“Wasn’t sure you still had this,” he murmured. “I kept it safe. Figured it should be yours now.” Teddy closed the box carefully and set it on the table. 

They stood in silence for a moment, then Archie poured two glasses of Scotch. He handed one to his brother and leaned against the counter, swirling the amber liquid before taking a long sip. Teddy followed suit. Then: “So. What happened?”   

Archie’s voice stayed low. “The victim was David Smit. Lived two doors down. I knew him— quiet fellow. We shared papers. Pleasant, if distant.”  “And?”   

Archie glanced toward the stairwell, then lowered his voice further. “After the officers cleared out, I went back.” Teddy’s brow furrowed. “You didn’t.”  “I had to know.”   

Teddy exhaled sharply. “You broke into a sealed crime scene?”  

“I didn’t touch anything I didn’t have to,” Archie said. “But yes.” 

Teddy dragged a paw over his face. “You’re going to get yourself arrested one of these days.”  “Only if I’m sloppy.”  

“And—were you sloppy tonight?”   

Archie didn’t answer right away. He reached into the inner lining of his coat and pulled out the folder—now wrapped in waxed cloth and tied with a bit of twine.   

He set it on the kitchen table between them.  Teddy stared. “What is it?”   

“Records,” Archie said. “Meetings. Names. A planned arms shipment—military-grade, East London. If even half of it is legitimate, it’s enough to make headlines and destroy half the city’s underworld.”  Teddy didn’t reach for the folder. “You’re not taking this to the police?” “I am,” Archie said. “But not as myself. If they tie me to the break-in, the best I can hope for is obstruction. At worst, they think I planted evidence.”  “So what’s the plan?”   

“I have a courier I trust. Anonymity guaranteed. It’ll be at Scotland Yard by sunrise, with a note addressed to Detective Edward.”  Teddy took another sip of Scotch, slower this time. “You’re still dancing along the edge, Archie.”  “I know.”   

“You could help people. Do this properly. Open a practice. Work with the Yard.”   

“Perhaps,” Archie said. “But not tonight.” A long silence passed between them.

Then Teddy stood, gently gathered the folder, and nodded once. “I’ll fetch the wrapping paper from the study. If you’re going to play hero, at least do it in clean lines.”  Archie smiled faintly. Some things never changed.   

By dawn, the city stirred. Milk carts clattered along narrow lanes. Gas lamps flickered and dimmed in the haze. A weak sun pressed against the rooftops, but the fog hadn’t yet lifted. 

––––––––
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Archie stood at the edge of a quiet post alley near Scotland Yard, coat collar turned up, paws tucked deep in his pockets. Beside him, a small brown parcel sat neatly on a bench— twine wrapped, wax-sealed, and marked in bold, careful print:   

TO: DETECTIVE EDWARD – CONFIDENTIAL   

He’d included no return address. No paw prints. Nothing that tied him directly to the documents tucked inside. Just the truth, or as close as one could come to it in the dark.   

His courier—a sharp-eyed she-cat named Mae who owed him a favor from a scroll acquisition in Seville—would arrive at six sharp. She was quiet, precise, and didn’t ask questions. He trusted her. 

As the first constable rounded the block on patrol, Archie turned from the bench and disappeared into the morning fog. 

He said nothing. He left no note. But the city was no longer as quiet as it had been.     

Something had shifted. That evening, Archie returned to his flat.   

The fourth floor had reopened. The tape was gone. The air inside still held a strange stillness, as though the walls themselves were uncertain what had changed. His coat remained draped over the sofa. 

He poured himself a modest glass of the Tabbymore Single Malt Reserve and sat by the window, watching the sky dim into gray.  

––––––––
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The knock came just after sunset. He opened the door to find Detective Ed standing there, arms folded, hat in one paw, eyes sharp but unreadable. “Mr. Chesterfield,” Ed said with a small nod. “We received a package this morning. No name. Just instructions to bring it to my desk.”  

Archie raised an eyebrow, not unkindly. “A surprise, then?”   

“You might say that,” Ed said. “It contained enough intelligence to stop a major arms deal before it ever left the warehouse. Names, locations, hard evidence. Someone put in a great deal of effort to make sure it got into the right hands.”   

“I’m glad to hear it,” Archie said, stepping back. “Would you like to come in?”   

Ed shook his head. “Not tonight. Just thought I’d say thank you, in my own way.”   

Archie nodded once. “Of course.” Ed hesitated, then added, “You’re a history man, right?”   

––––––––
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“I am.”  

“Well, I’ve got a case on my desk with roots going back a few centuries. Art theft. Strange symbols. Ancient references. Nothing official yet, but... I could use someone who knows the difference between a fake and a relic.”   

Archie smiled, slow and dry. “You know where to find me.” 

Ed tipped his head, turned, and descended the stairs without another word.

––––––––
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Archie closed the door and leaned against it, letting his eyes fall shut. The city was waking in ways it hadn’t for years. 

And Archibald Chesterfield professor, historian, and something quietly more was ready.




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2  

[image: ]






Five Years Later ♦  

The sun rose early over London, casting a golden glow through the tall windows of Archibald Chesterfield’s flat. He squinted and groaned as the light hit his face. Mornings were not his strong suit never had been. And yet, somehow, he had chosen a profession that required him to be upright, dressed, and coherent by seven o’clock sharp. He glanced at the bedside clock: 5:30 a.m. With a sigh, he rolled out of bed and reached for the robe hanging on the door. A long day of teaching awaited him at Cambridge, one of the most prestigious universities in the country. Prestige, however, did little to ease the sting of an early alarm.  Archie shuffled into the kitchen and started the coffee pot—the most critical step of his morning routine. While it brewed, he slipped out to check the community mailbox and retrieve his morning paper, always the highlight of his routine. As he made his way back up the stairs, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air and brought a small, satisfied smile to his whiskered face. 

Back inside, he laid the paper on the breakfast table and moved to the kitchen. Eggs, cream, and a few slices of toast were assembled quickly, and soon the comforting sounds of breakfast sizzling filled the flat. He poured himself a hot cup of coffee and stirred it slowly, already feeling more like himself. By the time breakfast hit the plate, he realized he’d need to eat fast. He was running late and would have to save the paper for a break later in the day. Eggs on toast disappeared in record time, and within minutes, Archie was dressed, briefcase in hand, and headed out the door. 

By day, Archibald Chesterfield was a respected history professor. But on weekends and holidays, he wore a different hat a private investigator. Over the years, he’d assisted the police in several peculiar cases, especially the ones that didn’t quite make sense. He had an eye for details others overlooked. It wasn’t a profession most would associate with an academic, but Archie thrived in that duality. 

He picked up the pace as he neared the train station. “Should’ve just grabbed a takeaway,” he muttered. The day was already shaping up to be a long one he had dinner plans at his brother Theodore’s house. Dolores, Theodore’s wife, was an exceptional cook. Archie grinned at the thought. I hope she’s making roast chicken tonight...

The train ride passed uneventfully, and Archie arrived at the university just after 7:20 A.M. From down the hall, he could already hear the chatter and occasional hissing coming from his classroom. He sighed. He entered the room, cleared his throat, and addressed the noisy students. “Settle down, please. And apologies for my delay this morning.”   

The rest of the morning went smoothly enough. When the bell rang to signal the lunch break, Archie felt a wave of relief. He dismissed the students with a reminder, “Papers on the Queen of England are due Friday. No exceptions.”   

With a hop in his step, he made his way down the corridor, grabbed a quick tuna sandwich, and retreated to the teachers’ quarters for a bit of peace. He unwrapped his lunch and opened the paper, finally ready to enjoy a moment of stillness. But one headline stopped him cold:   

THE HOLLOW COIN STRIKES AGAIN!!!   

Archie’s ears perked up. He’d read about the Hollow Coin before an elusive organization rumored to be behind high-profile art thefts, forgeries, and the black-market trade in rare documents. Most dismissed the group as myth, including the police, but Archie knew better. There was often truth behind whispered legends.   

He read on. According to the article, the authorities were skeptical of the group’s existence. No concrete evidence had ever tied any crime directly to the Hollow Coin. Still, something about the timing and details made Archie’s instincts stir. This was no ordinary heist. 

He scanned the article for the byline: Nora Slate. 

He didn’t know the name, but maybe he could track her down and get more information. If she was confident enough to mention the Hollow Coin in print something the police wouldn’t even acknowledge she either had a source or had stumbled across something big. 

Archie glanced at his pocket watch. Back to class now, he thought, but later tonight, I’ll do some digging. He had Thursday off plenty of time to visit the British Museum, see what he could uncover, and maybe even meet Miss Slate.   

With a small chuckle, he pulled a pen from his jacket and circled her name. “Well, Miss Slate,” he muttered. “You may not know it yet, but you’ve got an appointment with 

Archibald Chesterfield.” 

The final bell rang, dismissing the last class of the day. Archie returned to his office or what passed for one. It was more of a glorified broom closet with a desk. He closed the door and sat down, reaching for the phone. Most faculty offices had direct lines, a rare modern convenience he appreciated. 

He dialed the number to Eddie Mason’s office. After a few rings, a familiar gravelly voice answered. “This is Eddie.” Archie cleared his throat. “Ed, how’ve you been? It’s your pal, Archie.” “I don’t have anything for you,” Eddie interrupted. “If this is about the museum, my higher-ups are breathing down my neck. I can’t even touch the case.”   

Archie raised an eyebrow. “Do you at least know what was stolen? The article didn’t mention it.” Eddie sighed. “What did I just say, Archie? I can’t talk about the painting”   

He paused, then cursed under his breath. “Forget it. Just stay out of it. And don’t even think about showing up at the museum.” Archie smiled. So it was a painting... “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said cheerfully. “Thanks, Eddie.” He hung up, leaned back in his chair, and let the pieces fall into place.   He had a lead. Eddie wouldn’t talk but maybe the museum staff would. And he had a name: Nora Slate. For now, though, he had a dinner to get to. 

Archie left the college with the newspaper tucked under his arm. The Hollowed Coin he hadn’t had a case this intriguing in quite some time. Curiosity swelled inside him as he made his way to the train station. He couldn’t wait to tell Teddy. He boarded the train and took a seat by the window, flipping open the paper again, scanning for more details about the theft that had occurred just a few nights ago.   

When the train pulled into his stop, Archie hopped off and flagged down a taxi to take him to his brother’s house. During the ride, he opened his briefcase and pulled out a worn brown journal. Flipping it open, he checked to see if he had any pressing engagements. To his relief, the week and weekend were wide open. Perfect. He could spend Thursday through Sunday digging into the mystery starting with Nora 

Slate. 

The taxi pulled up to his brother’s house. Archie tucked the newspaper under his arm and stepped out, giving the front door a quick knock. It swung open a moment later to reveal a tall, bright-orange feline. Her calm, welcoming eyes lit up, and a warm smile spread across her face. She wore a white apron dusted with flour, and her tufted ears twitched with delight enough to make any male cat blush. 

“Don’t just stand there, get in here!” Dolores beamed, pulling Archie into a big hug and planting a kiss on his cheek. The house smelled incredible rich spices, roasted vegetables, and what Archie immediately recognized as roast chicken. His stomach growled. That tuna sandwich earlier had barely made a dent. “Dinner’ll be ready soon,” Dolores said with a wink. “Teddy’s working in the study.” “Thanks, Dolores,” Archie replied, making his way upstairs. “Teddy!” Archie called halfway up the staircase. “In here!” came the muffled reply.   

As Archie climbed, he glanced at the walls lined with family photos snapshots of him and Teddy over the years, and a few of Mom and Dad. He smiled softly. Those were happy times, he thought. Rounding the corner, he found Teddy buried in a pile of documents, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, tie and jacket discarded on the couch. He wore a crisp white dress shirt, and his tan, furry forearms rested on the edge of the desk. It looked like he’d been at it for hours. 

Archie took a seat across from him, setting his briefcase and the folded paper on the chair beside him. Teddy looked up and grinned. “You’re always a sight for sore eyes.” He stood, walked around the desk, and pulled his brother into a strong hug. “Glad you made it tonight. I’m starving Dolores is making a feast down there.” Archie chuckled. “I could smell it from the street. Can’t wait.”   

“Make yourself comfortable,” Teddy said, gesturing to the armchairs. “Oh—and close the door. We’ve got a little time before dinner.” Archie shut the door behind him as Teddy opened a cabinet built into the desk. From inside, he pulled out a bottle of Silver Tabby Vintage 1979 whiskey. Archie’s eyes lit up. “No way! Where did you find that?” he gasped. “I’ve been searching for a bottle for months.” Teddy laughed, retrieving two glasses. “I was picking up some wine for tonight, and there it was just sitting on the back shelf. Couldn’t leave without it.”   

He cut the foil seal with a claw and uncorked the bottle with practiced ease. “Also grabbed these,” he added, opening a small leather case. Inside were six finely rolled cigars from Fumar, their favorite club. “Catnip-infused. Figured you’d want one.”  Archie picked one up and brought it to his nose. It was perfectly blended. He smiled but set it back. Teddy gave him a look. “After dinner,” he said with a smirk, handing Archie a glass of scotch. 

Archie took it and inhaled deeply, then sipped. He closed his eyes, letting the taste settle on his tongue. “Absolutely exquisite,” he murmured, taking another drink. Then he leaned forward, eyes glinting. “I have news, brother. A case.”   

Teddy’s ears perked up immediately. He always lit up when Archie had something brewing. He took a seat beside him, scotch in hand. “Well, go on,” he said, grinning. “Don’t leave me hanging.” Archie grabbed the newspaper sitting beside his briefcase.   

“Have you read this yet?” he asked Teddy. Teddy adjusted his glasses. “No, not yet. What am I looking for?” Then he spotted the headline. “The Hollowed Coin,” he read aloud. His eyes narrowed. “I hear about them from time to time through the grapevine at work. But Archie, there’s no guarantee they’re even real. This might not have anything to do with them.”   

Archie leaned forward. “Normally, I’d agree with you. But I haven’t even spoken to the article’s author, Nora Slate, and already I’ve been told rather forcefully to stay away from the case. My contact in the department wants me nowhere near it.” Teddy peered over the rim of his glasses. “We talking about Detective Edward?” Archie smirked and took a sip of his drink. “The very one,” he said with a chuckle.   

Teddy let out a low laugh. “Then there’s got to be something to it. Ed’s been more willing to talk in the past—especially when it benefited him. If he’s clamming up now, that’s a red flag.”  He looked at Archie, concern creeping into his voice. “I can’t poke around at work, though. If the wrong cats catch wind that I’m digging into this, I could lose my job.” He sighed, then added, “That being said, I’ll keep my ears open. There’s always gossip floating around the office. I might overhear something useful.”   

Archie stood and placed a paw on his brother’s shoulder. “That’s good enough for me. I’ll start chasing down leads, beginning with the reporter. There’s a reason she wrote about that group in connection with the robbery I just have to find it.” He gestured toward the door, his ears twitching as Dolores called up from downstairs. Teddy rubbed his belly and grinned. “We’ll table this discussion until after dinner.” Archie laughed as they made their way down the stairs. “You’ve put on a few pounds, haven’t you?”  “Shut up,” Teddy barked, swatting at him playfully.   

Dolores, having overheard, called from the kitchen, “Oh, you haven’t, huh? Then what happened to the slice or three of pie I made for dessert?” Teddy blushed, and Archie cackled. Teddy had always had a healthy appetite. Maybe too healthy. But none of that mattered as they reached the dinning room.  The table was a thing of beauty——roast chicken, mashed potatoes, asparagus, and golden butter-glazed carrots. Everyone was going to leave full tonight. 

Archie sat down, letting the rich aromas wash over him. Dolores poured him a glass of red wine, then did the same for Teddy and herself. She’d changed into jeans and a soft blouse and took her seat beside her husband.   

The meal felt like a pause in time. They laughed, talked about life, shared future plans. Archie briefly mentioned that a new case might be forming but didn’t go into details—he didn’t want to worry Dolores. 

Dinner ended with most of the cherry pie still intact though a suspicious few slices were missing.   

Later, Archie and Teddy retired to the living room, where a warm fire was crackling. Teddy opened the cigar case from earlier and offered one to Archie, then took one for himself. 

He breathed in the scent with satisfaction. “Been waiting all week for this. Dolores usually doesn’t let me have these unless I’ve earned them.” “And?” Archie asked, raising a brow.

“I did the chores. Even raked the yard.” Teddy snipped off the end of his cigar and passed the cutter to Archie. Archie did the same, then leaned toward the fire as Teddy lit a match and took a long, slow drag. He unbuttoned his collar and let his fluff breathe.   

Archie sank into his chair, took a deep pull from his cigar, and exhaled a perfect smoke ring.   

Teddy, now pouring their second glass of that glorious Silver Tabby Vintage, handed one to Archie, who placed it gently on the side table.   

“Hey Ted,” Archie said, “do you know anyone over at The Daily Paw? I know you’re not familiar with the reporter, but maybe someone else who could lead me to her?”   

Teddy took a sip, scratching his head. “Not at the paper, no. 

But I do know the newsstand owner—Morty Clawthorne. Older cat. Bit of a skeptic. Doesn’t believe half of what he sells, but he hears a lot.”   

Archie nodded, taking another puff. “I’ve bought a paper or two from him, but don’t really know the guy. Still... it’s a start. He might know someone on the inside.”   

Another hour slipped by in the comfort of cigars, good scotch, and quiet company. When Archie had finished both, he stood. It was getting late, and he still had a class to teach in the morning. Tomorrow was Wednesday. He’d swing by Morty’s stand on the way in. 

He gave Dolores and Teddy a warm hug, then stepped out into the night and climbed into a cab. 

As the city lights drifted past the window, Archie reflected on the evening. Teddy might be able to help more down the road, but for now, Morty was his best lead. 

When he got home, Archie slipped out of his coat and boots and headed straight for the shower. It had been a long day a little too much pie and a little too much whiskey but a good day nonetheless. 

The hot water melted the weariness from his muscles, and before long, he was in bed, fast asleep, already looking forward to tomorrow. 

Archie woke up with a surge of purpose for today was supposed to be a day of results. He and Morty were going to have a chat about the latest story in The Daily Paw. 

He looked out his window and took in the view of London in all her usual, moody charm. He downed the last of his coffee, grabbed his briefcase, and headed out. 

He took the train, like always. On his way to Cambridge, he stopped by a small pastry shop and picked up a couple of jelly-filled cheese danishes. He was a bit excited—he hadn’t had anything sweet in a while. Well... not since Dolores’ cherry pie. That made him chuckle. 

He licked his lips and took a bite, letting the warm filling melt in his mouth. His ears perked slightly, and his whiskers twitched with satisfaction. If this didn’t get Morty talking, nothing would. A few blocks later, he spotted him.   

Morty was a tall, skinny, gray-and-white cat. He wore his usual black visor cap, his short gray ears poking through. A blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up like he was ready to sell out his whole stand. Archie could already hear him: “Come get your papers! Best news in London! 

Affordable prices!”   

Morty’s back was turned, so he hadn’t seen Archie yet. Archie leaned against the back of the stand, finishing the last bite of his danish and licking the jelly off his orange paws.   

He cleared his throat. “Hey! What you selling?” Morty spun around, surprised. It took him a second. “Well, look at that. If it isn’t Archibald Chesterfield,” Morty said with a smirk. He stepped forward to shake Archie’s paw. Archie took it and laughed. “How are ya?”   

Morty gave a half shrug, took off his cap, scratched his head. “Trying to make a living, you know how it goes.” Then he leaned in a bit. “You know there’s a conspiracy in the police department. Can’t trust a single one of ’em.” Archie smiled. That was the Morty he remembered always suspicious, always ranting. Sometimes a bit much, but today, that kind of talk might be useful. “You don’t say,” Archie said. “And what makes you think that?”

Morty opened his mouth, ready to go on a tear, then paused. He narrowed his eyes, like he was trying to figure out if Archie was poking fun.   

Archie held up the second danish.“Relax. I come bearing gifts,” he said. He leaned in, slipped a folded £100 note into Morty’s tip jar, and grabbed a fresh paper and the latest Super Tom comic. Morty took the pastry, barely noticing the overpayment. He bit into it, licked the filling off his whiskers, then glanced into the crowd. “So,” he said. “What is it you want to know, Archie?”  

Archie opened the paper, casually flipping through it. “You still got contacts at The Daily Paw?” Morty paused mid-bite to help a customer. Archie kept his eyes on the paper but wasn’t reading a word. “Management? No,” Morty finally said. “That bridge burned when I accused the head editor of covering up a story. But I still talk to a couple of the writers now and then.” Archie kept his tone light. “Would you happen to know Nora Slate?”   

Morty smirked. “Now why would you want to talk to Miss Slate?” Archie cleared his throat, not wanting to give too much away. “I’m working a case with the police. She’s a potential witness.”  

Morty squinted. “That so? Funny, haven’t heard anything about that in the news.”   

Archie folded the paper and pulled his glasses from his jacket, cleaning them on a cloth.  “That’s because it’s not an official case,” he said. “I’m running point, and that’s all I can say.” He put the glasses back on and looked up. “Can you set up a meeting?” Morty lit a cigarette and took a slow drag.“No chance. We’re not exactly friendly. We only talk if I’ve got a story lead. She hasn’t called in months. I do have a number for her, though—it rarely gets picked up. Might be dead.”   

It wasn’t much, but Archie figured a maybe was better than nothing. Morty pulled out a crumpled notepad, scribbled something down, folded the paper, and handed it over.   

Archie tucked the number into the newspaper and slipped his glasses back into his jacket.  “Good to see you again, Morty,” he said. “I’ve got a class to teach.”   

Morty tipped his cap. “Always a pleasure, Mr. Chesterfield. Don’t be a stranger.”   

Archie nodded and headed toward the university. It wasn’t much of a lead, but it was something.   

He’d make the call later using a pay phone his home line and office line weren’t an option; too many ears at the university, and at home, the neighbors had a habit of listening in on shared lines. 

As he walked the hall toward his classroom, his mind was elsewhere. He was glad he had the next few days off. He needed time to figure out what really happened at the museum... and what that stolen painting was all about.
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Eddie Mason shifted in his chair, tail flicking with irritation as he stared at the case file on his desk. He was supposed to be reviewing a missing person report, but his focus kept slipping. His thoughts were fixed on the museum robbery from earlier in the week.   

He’d barely stepped onto the scene, just enough time to glance at the records on the stolen painting, when the call came in direct from the chief. The message was curt: back off. The department would be handling the investigation personally.   

Eddie’s ears twitched. Something about it didn’t sit right.   

He closed his eyes and let out a quiet sigh, claws tapping once against the file folder. The whole thing echoed a case he could never quite shake one that had haunted him ever since. 

His gaze drifted to a photo on his desk edges worn, frame a bit chipped. A different time. A different Eddie. This museum case... it was too familiar. It took him back to the case that changed the course of his life.  

It happened ten years before he ever crossed paths with the ever-clever Mr. Chesterfield. 

It was a bitter night in London, cold enough to sting through fur. Eddie was out on patrol with his partner, Jimmy. Jimmy was driving that night. Eddie glanced over. 

“Quiet night, huh?” Jimmy turned a corner, the cruiser humming softly down the damp street. “Yeah,” he said, “but it’s cold as the dickens out here.”   

Eddie grunted. “We’ve probably got time for a quick coffee. There’s a cafe a couple blocks up could use something to warm the whiskers.”  Jimmy smirked. He was a bit younger than Eddie a cool cat, quite literally. Maine Coon, with those good genes: tall, broad-shouldered, and built like he’d walked off a movie poster.   

A few minutes later, they pulled up to the cafe. Jimmy threw the car into park, then looked over. “I got this one,” he said.   

Eddie didn’t argue. Free coffee was a rare blessing in their line of work. 

Jimmy stepped out, his thick orange fur puffed up against the cold. He practically looked like a lion—his mane spilling out from his collar, nearly bursting through his uniform. 

While Jimmy went inside, Eddie decided it was as good a time as any for a smoke. He pulled out a battered pack of cigarettes, slid one between his lips, cracked the window, and struck a match. The first few drags hit hard, smoke curling into the frigid night air.   

Jimmy returned a few minutes later with two steaming cups. Here,” he said, handing one over. Eddie flicked ash out the window, then stubbed the cigarette out and took the cup. Out of habit, he went to pop the lid off. 

“Don’t worry,” Jimmy grinned, “extra cream. I remember.” Eddie chuckled. “You’re a lifesaver.” He took a sip, letting the heat spread through him. Jimmy sighed contentedly. “This hits the spot. Good call.”   

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, warming up and letting the night breathe. “It’s a slow one,” Eddie said. “No rush finishing our rounds.”   

Jimmy had been his partner for four years. It hadn’t always been smooth, but over time, they’d become a well-oiled team. Reliable. Trustworthy. “Hey Eddie,” Jimmy said. “You got plans this weekend? I’m grilling steaks. Picked up a few cigars that’ve been begging to be smoked.”   

Before Eddie could answer, the radio crackled to life—loud, abrupt, and sharp enough to make him jump. His coffee spilled across his lap. “Son of a !” he hissed, letting out a loud meow followed by a curse. He snatched up the radio, voice low and growling. “This is Whisker 2751, dispatch, go ahead.”   

––––––––
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A moment of static. Then: “We’ve got a homicide. Holborn and Farringdon. Caller reports came from a third-floor apartment.”  Eddie tensed. “Any detectives en route?”      

“Negative. They’re held up. Forensics ETA twenty-five minutes.”  “Understood,” Eddie said. “We’ll secure the scene.”   

Jimmy flicked the lights on, and they tore off through the fog-slicked streets. Fifteen minutes later, they arrived—first on scene. The building was a crumbling old block, brickwork worn and windows dim. They exited the cruiser, both drawing their service revolvers.  “On me,” Eddie said.    

Jimmy fell in behind, covering Eddie as they approached the entrance. The hallway inside was poorly lit, a single flickering bulb overhead. Eddie pulled out his flashlight, sweeping it ahead as they moved in tandem. 

The place felt dead. No noise, no movement. Like the tenants had vanished. 

They reached the third floor, scanning for signs of forced entry. Halfway down the corridor, Jimmy pointed silently at a door slightly ajar. Eddie whispered, “Hold.” Then louder:  “This is Scotland Yard. Identify yourself!” He barely finished the sentence when Jimmy broke formation and rushed toward the door. “Damn it,” Eddie muttered, following close behind. Jimmy could be too eager at times— but he had good instincts. Jimmy pressed his back to the wall beside the door, gun drawn. 

“This is the police!” he shouted, then pushed the door open and swept the room with his light. What he saw froze him in place.   

––––––––
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Two detectives Johnson and Manny tied back-to-back in chairs. Throats slit. Blood pooled at their feet. Then Jimmy saw it—the bomb. The red numbers read: 5 seconds.  All he had time to do was shout: “EDDIE STAY BACK!”      

Eddie sprinted forward, but BOOM. And then Darkness.    

Eddie’s ears rang. His vision swam in a haze of smoke and fire. The taste of ash filled his mouth. He tried to move— pain flared in his side—and then the thought struck him like a lightning bolt. Jimmy. 

“Jimmy!” he shouted, though the name barely left his throat...
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