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            A SMALL IMP-OSITION

          

        

      

    

    
      I have faced creatures from the void – well, a couple of different voids, actually – furious sorcerers, very small dragons, dentists, cats of the Watch who give the feline kind their bad reputation, humans who do the same for their kind, and, most recently, the ravenous undead, a mad mortician, zombie-fied chickens, and a cake-wielding reaper. None of it by choice, but these sorts of situations do seem to find me, and I’d go so far as to say I’m not too shabby at handling them.

      Which is just to give some context to my current decision to take cover in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet.

      “Gobs!” Callum yelled at me. “Get out here and help me!”

      I lifted my nose just enough that I could peer over the edge of the drawer, my ears back. “You look like you’ve got a handle on things,” I said, which seemed like a good thing to say, even if it wasn’t entirely accurate.

      The human half of G & C London, Private Investigators, was crouched on the desk, brandishing an old newspaper in one hand and a can of squirty cream in the other. He opened his mouth to say something that was almost certainly guaranteed to be unlikely to motivate me, and something small, fast, and a rather delightful shade of bright blue shot out from under the desk and bit the hand clutching the newspaper. Callum yelped and tried to blast the scrap of blue with the squirty cream, which was about as effective as you’d imagine. I mean, it’s designed for use on custard and the occasional sardine, not for hand-to-hand combat.

      “Hey,” I called. “Go easy with that stuff. I want some for my tea.”

      Callum gave me a look that suggested I’d be lucky to get any tea, let alone tea with cream, and went back to trying to squirt his attacker, who was an imp of the more volatile variety. I mean, they all are, but this one seemed particularly difficult. The canister spluttered enthusiastically, spitting all over Callum’s boots and the desk until he finally managed to get it close enough to the imp gnawing on his other hand. It gave a shriek of fury as aerated cream gummed its wings together and crowned it with a tasty white hat, but instead of letting go it bit Callum harder. Callum howled, and our upstairs neighbour, who seemed to only be able to connect with her inner woo when she had outer peace, pounded violently on the floor with something that sounded like a Tongan war club. A tiny but furious blue platoon of imps erupted from under the desk, all screaming as if the sky was falling, and I ducked a little deeper into the drawer. Discretion is the better part of value, or whatever.

      Callum flailed desperately at his attackers with the newspaper, the imp still clinging on grimly and splattering cream and blood all over the desk as it was flung about wildly, and the other imps dodged and dived, screaming insults in their tiny, shrill voices and making hand gestures that are rude in pretty much any language. Bloody imps. Any one of them could have fit comfortably in Callum’s mug, if it hadn’t been smashed on the floor. They’re like mosquitoes. Far more troublesome than their size would suggest.

      “Gobs!” Callum yelled, taking a wild swing at the imps and almost falling off the desk. “Get off your furry bum and help me!”

      “What do you want me to do?” I demanded. “Throw more dairy products at them?”

      He managed to catch an imp a solid blow as it dived at his head, sending the little creature tumbling and screeching across our tiny office/living room/bedroom/everything else. It slammed into the wall hard enough to make my ears twitch, and slid to the floor head first.

      “Oh, God,” Callum said, looking faintly ill. Although that might have been to do with the imp still chewing on his hand. He was bleeding quite a lot now.

      Then the imp that had hit the wall leaped to its feet, shook out its wings, and came tearing back to the fight, chittering so hysterically even I couldn’t understand it.

      “Gobs!” Callum was doing some sort of panicked semaphore as he tried to keep the imps at bay.

      “Well, what d’you expect me to do?”

      “This is just your sort of thing,” he snapped, dropping the spluttering cream can and grabbing a tatty book off the desk as the imps regrouped. “You know, attacking small flying creatures mercilessly.”

      “Stereotyping,” I said. “Plus I prefer my prey to be less bite-y.”

      Callum opened his mouth to say something, and the imps rushed him, screaming very tiny battle cries. One of them battened onto his ear as he laid about wildly with the book and newspaper, and he howled with pain. “Goddammit Gobbelino if you don’t help me right bloody now I swear I’ll throw you in the bath!”

      “We don’t have a bath,” I pointed out, hooking my paws over the top of the drawer and standing up so I could see a bit better. A second imp had latched onto his other ear, giving him a matching set, the cream-covered one on his hand was still attempting to chew his thumb off, and a fourth had somehow got tangled in his overlong hair and was rolling about on top of his head screeching in alarm. The rest were dive-bombing his face furiously, and the way he was staggering about the place he was going to be lucky not to do a header out the window.

      “Gobs!”

      “Okay, okay.” I jumped my hind legs up to meet my front paws, wobbled on the edge of the drawer for a moment, then dropped to the floor lightly. Immediately one of the imps pointed at me and screamed. It threw itself into a teeth-gnashing dive toward me, waving its tiny fists in an unmistakably threatening manner, and two more rushed after it with shrieks of outrage. I yelped and bolted under the desk with the imps tearing after me in a buzz of wings and pretty unsavoury imp-language. I shot out the other side, onto the back of Callum’s overturned chair, and leaped for the top of the desk with my ears back and teeth bared. As I landed, something grabbed my tail and hauled me backward while I scrabbled for grip on the scarred old wood.

      “You’re meant to be helping,” Callum shouted, batting away a couple of imps who were apparently trying to remove his eyes with tiny but exceptionally sharp-looking tridents.

      “Oh, kiss my dangling dewclaws,” I hissed, giving up the fight to stay on the desk. I rolled through the short fall instead, twisting back on myself to grab two of my attackers as I landed. I trapped them to the floor with one paw on each of their skinny chests, getting my teeth up close and personal with their furry blue faces.

      “Hey,” I hissed at them. “You want to be cat food? This is how you end up cat food.”

      They chittered at me, pulling at the short fur of my toes.

      “Ow. Stop that. Look, we did the job. We— ow!” Someone had just stuck what felt an awful lot like a toothpick in my ear, and I jumped away, releasing my captives. They went straight for my nose, teeth and tridents and nasty little talons all sharp and grabby and so close I didn’t even have space to knock them away.

      For one moment I thought I was going to have to bite someone’s head off – possibly multiple someones – which is something I’m against as a general philosophy. And it seemed particularly bad form to bite a client’s head off, even if it was fair to say they started it. Then a bucket slammed down on top of all three imps, barely missing my nose and sending the critters into a frenzy of screaming and scratching on the hard plastic. I looked up at Callum. He still had an imp swinging by its teeth from each ear, like enraged earrings, and the one on his hand was more red than blue now. Other imps were screaming abuse and attacking his legs and arms, while the one in his hair seemed to have given up and was just lying there panting.

      “I was on it,” I said.

      “Sure,” he said, keeping the bucket trapped down with his imp-less hand. “Now can you please explain to them that we did the job we were hired to do?”

      I sighed. Imps are about as reasonable as sugar-crazed hippos. We’d have been better off locking them all in the filing cabinet and fleeing the country, but we’d just got the money together to buy a new armchair/bed thing, and it seemed a shame to leave it. I eyed the imp in Callum’s hair. As well as looking calmer than the others, it had three prongs on its tail and a full head of bumblebee tattoos. I’m no expert in imp rank, but considering all the others had only one prong and just a couple of small, regular bee tattoos, it seemed like a good start.

      “Hey, imp,” I said, and it pushed some of Callum’s hair aside to peer down at me. “Call off the gang so we can talk.”

      The imp frowned at me, then screamed a high-pitched order. The other imps shouted back, waving their tiny arms and evidently arguing, but they did at least stop attacking Callum, even if the ones attached to him decided not to let go.

      “Cheers,” I said. “Look, the job’s finished. You wanted to know who was creeping on your rubbish bins by the pub, and we found out. That’s all you hired us for.”

      The imp frowned, then chittered, a squeaky, rapid-fire dialect with too many vowels and a lot of exclamation marks. I squinted, trying to make a thread of sense out of the cursing. Imps are seriously foul-mouthed. They use it like punctuation.

      “They say we obviously misunderstood,” I told Callum. “They say what’s the point of knowing pixies are stealing all the good whisky dregs if we don’t do anything about it?”

      Callum tried pulling the imp off his hand, winced, and gave up. “Tell them⁠—”

      “They also say your mother must’ve mated with a woolly giraffe.”

      He scowled at me, and I shrugged. “Hey, I’m just the messenger.”

      “I’m sure. And what the hell’s a woolly giraffe, anyway? Don’t ask them that,” he added, as I opened my mouth.

      The imp chittered.

      “They say it’s like a woolly mammoth but skinny and blotchy and with too many legs.”

      “Great. That’s good to know. They can understand me, then?”

      I listened to the imp for a second. “They say you talk more slowly than a drunk troll three weeks into hibernation with a mouthful of muddy swamp-hare, but⁠—”

      “Gobs. I don’t need all the details.”

      “Hey, you should hear the uncensored version.”

      He shook his head. “Whatever. Look, please make sure our clients understand we’ve fulfilled our side of the deal, and this is just …” He trailed off, looking around our devastated office. “God. Call it harassment.”

      The imp on his head squawked and grabbed two tiny fistfuls of hair, hauling on it wildly.

      Callum winced. “And can he stop that, please?”

      I listened for a moment. “They say we may have fulfilled the letter of the contract but not the spirit, so they refuse to accept the job is done. And to please use the correct pronouns when addressing them.”

      “Right. Sorry. Look, removing a nest of pixies is an entirely other thing. We can’t just kick them out of their homes. And it’s nothing to do⁠—”

      He was cut off by the imp on his head saying very clearly, “Uh-oh.”

      “Uh-oh?” Callum said. “What’s uh-oh?”

      “Hairballs,” I said, as a shrill buzzing rose from outside.

      Callum said something stronger, and the imp said some things that were illegal or impossible, or maybe both. A platoon of pixies rose into view beyond the window, motorised rotors strapped to their backs and stripes painted across their faces in dark grease. Some of them had tiny cutlasses grasped in their hands, and a few were carrying what looked a lot like harpoons, complete with exploding heads. One of the rotors coughed and stalled, and a pixie plunged out of sight with a wail, but the rest kept coming, heading for the gap where Callum had propped the window open with a can of baked beans.

      “Close it!” I yelled at him, and he abandoned the bucket, lunging for the window. The imps surged out from under the bucket and headed straight for the oncoming pixies, and the imp on Callum’s head stood up and shrieked, waving its trident furiously as it tried to extricate itself from Callum’s hair. The imps on Callum’s ears let go, as did the one on his hand, and they swarmed past him like enraged, oversized blue bees to meet the pixies. Callum snatched the can of beans away, but the sash window had stuck, jammed firmly in the frame, because of course it had. He tried to force it down as the pixies charged in, and one of them took aim at him with a harpoon. He yelped, jumping away from the window, and the tiny missile tore through the side of his T-shirt to embed itself in the desk, where it exploded and left a little burnt crater behind.

      The imps surged forward in rough formation, shrieking dire threats. The pixies opened fire with crossbows and harpoons as the imps dodged and dived, faster with their fine wings than the pixies were in their machines. The imps shoved pencils and pens into the pixies’ rotors to send them crashing to the ground, and the pixies unstrapped themselves from the wreckage and dived into battle, except for a couple of survivors who wheeled and spun across the room, firing indiscriminately at anything even remotely blue. Furry imps and pixies in army camouflage grappled on the desk and rolled across the floor, leaving blue imp dust smudges behind them, and there was a fierce battle raging in the sink of the tiny kitchenette, where half a dozen imps had taken cover and were being dive-bombed by the remaining rotor-wearing pixies.

      I looked up at Callum. “Lunch?”

      He looked around the room. “What about this lot?”

      “Let them fight it out among themselves,” I said, as there was a crash from the kitchenette (which was really just a sink and a wheezy old fridge in an alcove barely big enough to qualify as a cupboard).

      “Dammit,” Callum said, and ducked as an imp tumbled past his head. It smashed into the window and slid to the sill, then sat up and flew off again, a little unsteadily. “Why do people always have to break our stuff?”

      “You’re the one who insisted we had to take the imps on as clients. You said it was species-ist if we didn’t.”

      “Well, it would’ve been,” he said, without much conviction. A pixie and an imp had got tangled up in a T-shirt he’d left hanging over the back of a chair and were rolling across the floor with the sound of ripping cloth.

      “Yeah, well, this sort of thing is why I said not to.”

      “Can’t you chase them all out?” he asked. “Do a scary cat thing?”

      I gave him a disdainful look. “No, I can’t do a scary cat thing. They’re imps and pixies, not shrews.”

      “Fat lot of good you are.”

      “Yes, because you’re doing really well with the whole situation.”

      He sighed, snagged his T-shirt off the floor and held it up. Even given Callum’s charity shop chic it was beyond saving. The fighters had shredded it as they fought to untangle themselves, so he just ripped a bit off and wrapped it around his mauled hand. “Well. Lunch, then.”

      “Finally,” I said. “And we can get some more cream on the way back. I was looking forward to that.”

      “Obviously the most important aspect of the whole situation,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over a crash of falling pans in the kitchenette. “Your stomach.”

      I shrugged, and followed him as he grabbed his tatty old long coat from the hook on the wall and opened the door. Then he took a step back, his face suddenly pale, his injured hand cradled against his chest as if he were afraid that someone was about to grab it. I looked from him to the man on our doorstep, his own hand raised to knock.

      “Callum,” the stranger said, and Callum kicked the door closed.
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      I blinked at Callum. “You know, even for a cat, that was pretty rude.”

      Callum stared around the room as if looking for another way out, then hurried across to the window and hauled it up as far as it’d go.

      “Hey, hang about,” I said. “I might be able to get out that way on a good day, but you can’t. Second floor, Callum.”

      “I know,” he snapped, peering outside.

      “So who was that?” I asked. “Jealous boyfriend? Spurned lover? Ooh – secret love child?”

      He finally looked at me. “What?”

      “Well, he’s obviously someone.”

      The someone in question knocked on the door, a hesitant little double tap. “Callum?” he called.

      “I’m not letting Mrs Smith give us any more of her old magazines,” Callum told me. “They’re obviously a bad influence on you.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not the one trying to climb out a second-storey window to get away from a visitor.”

      He muttered something, and gave the door a despairing look as the knock came again. “Gobs, tell him to go. Please.”

      “Hmm. No.” I ducked as an imp struggled past me caked in sugar, wings barely moving fast enough to keep it aloft. “Although, interesting, asking me to talk to him. He knows about Folk, then.”

      Callum scowled at me. Folk – that’s the magical kinds of the world, like the imps and pixies currently tearing our little apartment apart – tend to inhabit the world very differently to the way humans do. Not many humans know Folk exist, and they have no idea that many of what they’d call dumb animals are a hell of a lot brighter than they are. Humans stopped seeing Folk and hearing animals about the same time they swapped magic for illusion (not science. Science and magic aren’t mutually exclusive. Magic and illusion, however, are, because magic is real and illusion is smoke and mirrors and telling people what they want to hear, rather than what is).

      Humans are pretty good at not seeing anything they don’t believe in, so they take care of most of their selective vision themselves. But there’s also the Watch, the cat council that enforces the divide and makes sure Folk don’t draw attention to themselves – and cats like me keep our mouths shut unless we’re around Watch-approved humans (like cat ladies). There’s not meant to be any crossover, but no system is perfect, not even one run by cats. So things seep through here and there, and some humans are less blind than others, but for the most part Folk keep to themselves and humans keep human-ing on in blissful ignorance. Which meant that the human outside our door was most unusual.

      But then, as human as he was, Callum was very unusual, and recently I’d been starting to get the idea that he knew more unusual people than I’d realised. And right now he was swiping his trusty cricket bat from behind the desk.

      “Right!” he shouted. “Everyone out!”

      The imps and pixies looked at each other, then formed a united front against the human daring to tell them what to do. I ducked behind the armchair, and a plaintive little voice from the door said, “Callum? Please can we talk?”

      “I am done,” Callum said to our tiny invaders. “I don’t have time for this, and not only did we do the job you asked, you’ve caused more damage than the fee’s going to cover.”

      “That’s not hard,” I said. “They paid us in foil flowers and out of date crisps, Callum. Foil flowers.”

      The lead imp chittered.

      “They say,” I started, and Callum spoke over me.

      “I don’t care. Get out!” And he waved the cricket bat at them rather threateningly, which I’m fairly sure would be in the handbook of Things Not to Do When Meeting Enraged Imps & Homicidal Pixies. There was an absolute explosion of shrieks and shrill shouting and a lot of swearing, and the imps and pixies turned their combined forces on Callum. He tried a couple of sweeps with the bat then said something that impressed even the imps and threw himself into the tiny bathroom, slamming the door behind him. The critters attacked it in a fury, scoring the thin wood with talons and blades and sharp little teeth, and I wondered if I should beat a strategic retreat out the window myself.

      Then the door to the hallway opened, and the stranger put his head in. He spotted me behind the armchair. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just … well, it’s sort of urgent, and⁠—”

      “Dude,” I said. “You any good at moving things on?” I nodded at the bathroom door, and he blinked at the imps and pixies, who’d already started fighting each other again.

      “Oh,” he said. “Um. Well.”

      “Oh, good. That clears things up, then.” I slipped out into the room, wondering if going away and coming back later was a fair game plan. I mean, it wasn’t as if Callum was in any danger in the bathroom. Then a new voice piped up behind our visitor.

      “Excuse me, young man, what’s going on in there?”

      The visitor was pulled rather firmly back into the hall, and a new face appeared, this one crowned with a flower-bedecked beehive of white hair. She gave the man a stern look, then smiled at me.

      “Hello, Gobbelino, dear.”

      I just blinked at her. Mrs Smith, our neighbour across the hall, had ended up at the centre of a reality storm last year, and had almost been eaten alive by a book of power. As memorable as that might sound, things had been arranged so that she didn’t recall any of it, which meant that a talking cat was a bit much for a Wednesday afternoon.

      “I heard a commotion,” she said, examining the room. “Oh, dear! What has been happening here?”

      I followed her gaze. The seat cushion from the brand new (well, second-hand, but brand new to us) armchair was lying on the floor looking like a tiger had been using it as a plaything, and there were ancient, coverless books scattered all over the place, spilling loose pages like they’d been disembowelled. A glass had joined Callum’s mug on the floor, as had our mobile phone, all the pens in the place, half a bag of bread, two crushed apples, and the washing up liquid, which had been squirted all over the walls, mixed liberally with imp dust. I sighed. Occupational hazard, sure, but foil flowers weren’t going to fix it up.

      Mrs Smith rounded on our visitor. “How dare you?” she asked, reaching up to shake a finger in his face. “How dare you! Callum’s an officer of the law, you know!”

      The man took a step back. “I didn’t⁠—”

      “He works terribly hard! And you come in here and just destroy his place! Look at all his poor books! Look at them!”

      The man gave a howl as she grabbed his ear and dragged him into the room. “I didn’t do it!” he wailed. “I didn’t! I just arrived!”

      Mrs Smith twisted his ear harder, and he dropped into a crouch as he tried to relieve the pressure. “You’ll clean it up,” she told him. “Right now!”

      I looked around, suddenly aware that the imps and pixies had vanished from the bathroom door. I spotted them at the window, differences forgotten as they helped each other over the sill and into the summer day beyond, scrambling down the wall or taking to the skies if they weren’t too caked in washing up liquid and melting squirty cream. The imp leader gave Mrs Smith a fearful look then chittered at me before they swung themself over the sill and were gone. We were even.

      Not even magical Folk mess with ladies of a certain age.
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      Callum emerged cautiously from the bathroom with the cricket bat, looking slightly embarrassed, but Mrs Smith didn’t seem to feel it changed his hero status at all. She just set him picking up books, and stood over our unwelcome visitor with her hands on her hips, pointing out spots he’d missed as he scrubbed unhappily at blue smudges and bloodstains. To be fair, I think some of those were older than today. It’s that kind of business.

      “Mrs Smith, it’s really very nice of you to help out like this,” Callum started, and she waved him off impatiently.

      “I was just going to see if you and Gobbelino had had any lunch, because I’ve made far too much pasta salad,” she said. “Then I saw this ruffian hanging around outside your door, and heard all the commotion. It’s disgusting the way people behave these days.” She glared at the sorry-looking ruffian, and I wondered if having her memories of last year’s events removed had also removed a few other things, considering he’d been outside and all the commotion had been going on inside.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” Callum said. “It was a previous client. He’s actually an old … acquaintance.”

      The acquaintance rocked back on his heels and shot Callum an injured look.

      Mrs Smith looked unconvinced. “Well, there’s no point him standing around when there’s work to be done, either way. I’ll get the pasta salad. And some tuna for you, of course, Gobbelino.”

      I purred.

      “That’s absolutely lovely of you,” Callum said, “but do you think you could maybe bring it by later? I need to talk to Art.”

      Art. Not a name I’d heard him mention before. But then, we didn’t talk about the past much. We both had plenty of it, but it didn’t mean we wanted to spend time back there. The past has teeth.

      More importantly right now, so did I, and Mrs Smith always bought the top shelf tuna, which was a luxury we could rarely afford. I mewled.

      “Oh, someone’s hungry,” Mrs Smith said, and scritched my head. “It won’t take me a minute to bring it over.”

      “It’s only early,” Callum said. “We’ll get some later.”

      Mrs Smith looked doubtful, and I gave my most pitiful squeak. “Oh, Gobbelino⁠—”

      “Has plenty of biscuits,” Callum said, guiding our neighbour to the door. “Thank you so much for the help. But I won’t be able to relax until we’ve cleaned up anyway.”

      She smiled up at him brightly. “If you’re sure. I’ll pop it in the fridge for you, so just come by any time. We can’t have you fading away!” She gave his lanky frame a friendly little poke that made him wince.

      “No chance of that, Mrs Smith,” he said, and managed to close the door on her. He turned the lock, peeled his coat off and threw it on the tattered armchair, then crossed the room in two quick strides, grabbed the front of Art’s tie-dyed T-shirt and hauled him to his feet.

      “Hey!” Art protested. “Callum, what’re you⁠—”

      “Shut up. What’re you doing here? Who told you how to find me?” Callum punctuated each question with a brisk, almost business-like shake. He wasn’t much taller than Art, and he was skinnier, but Art had his hands raised in front of him as if he thought Callum was about to go all Nosferatu on his neck, and he’d pulled back as far as his shirt would let him.

      “Callum, please. I wouldn’t have come unless it was an emergency.”

      “Who told you?” Callum didn’t raise his voice, but there was a hard, ugly edge to it that lifted the fur on my tail. I jumped to the top of the desk, slipped on a slick of washing up liquid, and shot straight back off the edge too quickly to right myself. I landed on my side with a curse, and looked up at the two men. They were both staring at me.

      “What?” I snapped. “Gods-damned imps. Why in the realms you took that case, Callum – listen to me next time, alright?”

      “We took a gnome case last week,” he said. “We couldn’t just not take an imp one.”

      “Yeah, and they paid us in fungus,” I said. “Fungus.” I shook a soggy paw out and licked it, then spluttered. Lemon fresh my furry tail.

      “Mushrooms,” Callum said, finally letting go of Art and stepping back. “I like mushrooms.”

      “Still fungus,” I said, eyeing Art. He hadn’t bothered smoothing down his stretched shirt, just stood there with his hands twisted together in front of him. His dark hair was even more overgrown than Callum’s and he had a straggly sort of beard to go with it. He smelled of hippie soap and rich earth and fresh bread and fear. Lots and lots of fear, and I didn’t think it was down to Callum giving him a shakedown. I had the feeling he’d expected that. It was in the apologetic lines of his shoulders.

      Callum looked at Art as if seeing him for the first time, then said, “Tea?”

      “Please,” Art said.

      I looked at my paws and sighed. Humans and their tea.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While Callum put the kettle on (the plastic lid had been broken off, but it still worked) and tried to find two mostly whole mugs, Art crouched next to me on the floor and offered me a cloth. I looked at it.

      “What?”

      “For your paws.”

      I gave him a suspicious look, then tried wiping my paws on the cloth. It didn’t really do much, so Art picked up one of my paws and sponged it gently. I let him, examining him curiously. He didn’t smell of magic. He had the quietly lost scent Callum and those other humans that lived in the edges, between the Folk and human worlds, always carried. They were the unseen, the ones regular humans ignored deliberately or casually (or sometimes both), the ones who passed unnoticed, who fell through the cracks in the world. They were the humans who saw Folk, but not all Folk welcomed it. The cats of the Watch discouraged it, and not too many Folk will go against cats. We have certain things in common with imps and mosquitoes, and we can do more than bite.

      Callum set two mugs on the desk and righted the chairs, giving them a dubious shake. “Should hold,” he observed.

      “I’m starting to think we shouldn’t have opened the books to Folk cases,” I said, jumping cautiously onto the desk. “I know we need the money, but I thought there’d be less trashing of our office involved.”

      “Well, we’ll make it a policy not to take any more imp cases,” Callum said, putting a bowl of cat biscuits on the table. I stared at it morosely and thought of my squirty cream, wasted on an imp.

      “No pixies either,” I said.

      “Well, we’ve never had a pixie case,” he started, and I talked over him.

      “You saw what happened! Besides, everyone knows pixies are trouble.”

      “That’s true,” Art said. “They really are.”

      Callum sighed. “Alright. No imps or pixies.”

      “Or werewolves,” I said.

      Art frowned at me. “They can be pretty good sorts, werewolves.”

      “They stink,” I pointed out. “Like wet dogs and sweaty humans. It’s gross.”

      “So are you when you’ve been eating custard,” Callum said, and fished a packet of off-brand chocolate digestives out of the desk drawer. He popped them on the desk, found his cigarettes and lit one, then held the pack out to Art. Art shook his head, picking up the biscuits instead. A small green snake emerged from the desk drawer and looked around warily, and for a moment there was silence, broken only by a car alarm going off in the distance and a few people shouting in that way that makes it hard to tell if they’re fighting or celebrating.

      “So?” Callum said finally. His injured hand was tucked under his opposite armpit, cigarette smouldering in the other hand. “How did you find me, Art? And what do you want?”

      Art stared at his biscuit for a moment, then looked at Callum with his face suddenly raw and vulnerable. Despite the beard, he seemed much younger than he had before, a child in men’s clothing given a life he didn’t understand.

      “It’s my sister,” he said, the words slow.

      “Kara.” Callum’s voice was softer than it had been. “What’s happened?”

      Art put the biscuit down, looking suddenly revolted. “She’s been … taken.”

      “By who?” I demanded. “And why? Where?”

      Callum glanced at me. “I expect if he knew all that he wouldn’t be here, Gobs.”

      I subsided and tried a cat biscuit. They were okay, but would’ve been better with cream.

      “I …” Art took a deep breath. “Well, I do know, in a way. Not who or where, but maybe why.”

      We both stared at him. There was an unpleasant sort of realisation dawning on Callum’s face, and I decided not to say anything. The past was hanging heavy and hungry on the edges of the room, making its presence felt.

      “If you know that already,” Callum said, those hard tones back in his voice, “why can’t you just call the police? Why do you need us?”

      Art took a deep breath. “Because the unicorns are missing,” he said.

      I very nearly fell off the desk. Green Snake did, although that might’ve been the washing up liquid.
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            EXTINCT, EXTANT, AND OTHER EXES

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, have you been licking imps?” I asked Art, and he gave me a puzzled, shell-shocked look. “Imp dust? You know, gets you all a bit discombobulated? Is that what’s going on?”

      “Gobs,” Callum said, and I ignored him.

      “Unicorns are extinct. Everyone knows that. I mean, never mind the whole horn trade, they were so pathologically bad-tempered they kept shanking each other over things like who had the shiniest hooves.”

      “Mostly right,” Art said, finding his voice finally. “Apparently dozens used to drown in frozen lakes each year because they’d see their reflection in the ice and think it was mocking them. They’d stab the reflection and fall through the ice.”

      “Yeah, they never were that bright,” I said. “Which is why they’re the only kind to stab their own entire species to death.”

      “Not quite the entire species,” Callum said.

      I looked at him. “Since when did you become a unicorn expert?”

      He almost smiled. “I’m not. But Art’s family had the last herd in the north.”

      I had the strangest sense of things shifting, of familiar ground no longer being stable. Of the past creeping up on us.

      “Still have it,” Art said. “Well, did. But it’s just me and Kara left now.”

      “What happened?” Callum asked. He had the tone of someone who already knows, but wants to be told anyway.

      Art glanced at me. “The Watch. Same time as they took your family.”

      Callum made a small huh sound. “I heard something about that.”

      There was a long, uneasy silence, and I tried to decide if saying something was more likely to get them talking again or to shut them up. I’d never heard of Art, or Kara, or even anything about Callum’s family. As I say, the past has teeth. Sometimes it’s best not to poke it.

      “Kara’s all I’ve got left,” Art said finally. “When you … things changed after you left. After … you know.”

      “I know.” Callum took another cigarette from the packet. I desperately wanted to say I don’t, but that seemed like a good way to stop the conversation, so I just stepped on my tail with one front paw and bit down on the words.

      “Mum didn’t want anything to do with your family anymore. She tried to cut them out of the dust trade.”

      Callum leaned back in his chair. “I bet that went well.”

      Art gave a harsh, humourless bark of laughter. “Really well. Your family were still controlling distribution of pretty much everything, and they weren’t having it. It turned into this running feud that went on forever, and just got worse and worse. I mean, your sister burned down our barn, and Dad set a couple of goblin chickens on your brother, and Kara and one of your cousins had this complete brawl at some kid’s party – and that was just the personal stuff. Then about five years ago the Watch came in and took out pretty much everyone.”

      “I’m sorry,” Callum said, but there was no surprise in his voice. He’d known.

      “You were trading in unicorn horn?” I asked, unable to stay quiet any longer. “Seriously? How the hell did you go so long without the Watch coming down on you?”

      “Our village was – is – a pocket,” Callum said. “You know the Watch kind of turn a blind eye as long as things don’t get too loud.”

      “You’re from a pocket?” I was starting to think I should’ve asked a few more questions about his past than I had. Well, any questions. Pockets – little villages and corners of towns where magic runs deep and Folk outnumber humans – are everywhere, left over from the days when Folk lived openly and magic was common as dandelion tea. Most of them were swallowed as towns and cities expanded, but there are still some. Magic always persists. And they were not the sort of places I’d ever thought Callum knew of. Not till recently, anyway.

      He gave me a sideways glance and a smile that was almost his normal, easy grin. “You never wondered why I was completely cool with the whole swearing cat and tentacled monster trying to drag you into the void when we met?”

      “Well, fair point. Although cool is pushing things. You were so high I just figured you thought it was a particularly nasty trip.”

      His smile faded. “Yeah. Life in a pocket gave me a taste for that, too.”

      “You took unicorn dust?” I demanded. “Really?” Talk about altered planes of consciousness. More than one sorcerer had ended up literally folding themselves into different dimensions after taking a nip too much of powdered unicorn horn. And sorcerers aren’t even really human. Gods know what it does to a human head.

      Although that wasn’t the reason the Watch would’ve shut down the trade. No, that was more to do with the other properties of unicorn horn. Worked into the tips of arrows or the blades of knives or the edges of swords – hell, probably into bullets, for all I knew – powdered unicorn horn created weapons that could cut through troll hide, freeze the watery blood of sprites, even pierce dragon scale and stop the heart of a basilisk. It could end all nine of a cat’s lives in one go, too. That was not something the Watch would tolerate.

      “Not so much unicorn dust,” Callum said. “It was expensive, and we were kids. It was mostly imp dust and gnome-made liquor and swamp grass.”

      “Urk.”

      “Yeah, well.” He took a hard drag on the cigarette and stared at Art. “I got out. And I’ve no desire to go back.”

      “I’m not dealing,” Art said, his voice flat. “As if I would, after everything. Even if it hadn’t been for the Watch, as soon as the herd had been mine, I’d have stopped.”

      Callum just watched him.

      “Not all of us got to run away like you,” Art said. “Some of us didn’t get that luxury.”

      Callum’s mouth twisted. “You could have come. You should have.”

      “Sure, and leave Kara there?” Art shook his head. “It was fine for you. You were the youngest. Your brother and sister were already in the business. If I left, Kara would’ve been dragged in, and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “We could’ve helped her get out, too.”

      “We were sixteen. She was twelve. What were we going to do?”

      Callum ground his cigarette out with a sigh and said, “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “So will you help?”

      Callum opened his mouth, but before he could say anything I said, “Hold your unicorns, dude. Let’s get the full story here. What happened after the Watch raid? I mean, surely they didn’t let you just keep the unicorns? Especially when you were trading.”

      Art blinked at me. “Yeah. I did think they’d wipe out the herd, and do for me and Kara, too, but this one cat stepped in and said she had a better idea.”

      “Claudia?” I asked. “Calico, different-coloured eyes?”

      He shook his head. “No. Black cat, seemed kind of in charge.”

      “Black cats are the best,” I said, and Callum snorted. I glared at him, then said to Art, “So what did they want you to do?”

      “She said there was no point letting the herd go extinct. Kara and I were to stay on and look after them, and we had to keep the horns ground down, both so they couldn’t stab each other and so no one tried to steal the horn.”

      “And what do you do with the dust?”

      “Destroy it. A couple of cats come by every month and check the herd’s there and we’re disposing of the horn properly. You know, silver buckets and apple cider vinegar and moonlight, that sort of thing.”

      I looked at Callum. “You believe this?”

      “Hey,” Art protested. “Why would I lie?”

      “It’s weird, is all,” I said. “I mean, since when do the Watch care about stopping species going extinct?” They’d made it pretty clear with the whole zombie outbreak thing earlier in the year that human extinction wasn’t an issue for them. I didn’t see unicorns being that different.

      Callum ran both hands back over his hair, getting his fingers stuck in the tangle left by the imp. He wiped imp dust off on his jeans, nose wrinkled in distaste, then said, “Anyone left in Dimly? Norths, I mean?”

      “We don’t go there anymore,” Art said. “We moved the herd out. The cat showed us a place.”

      “What’s her name, this cat?” I asked, and he shrugged.

      “She never said.”

      Great, he was one of those humans. The ones who saw Folk but still somehow thought there were levels to them. That it was worth getting an elf’s name, but not a cat’s. “Awesome,” I said. “So some cat gave you responsibility for a herd of non-extinct unicorns, and now you’ve lost them and are freaking out because she’s not going to be best pleased. How the hell do you lose them, anyway? I mean, they’re kind of big.”

      “Extant,” Callum said.

      “What?”

      “Extant. It’s the opposite of extinct.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “And this changes the question of hippie-pants here losing them how?”

      Art shook his head. “I didn’t lose them. They’ve been stolen. And it’s not the Watch that’s worrying me as much as Kara. I mean, anything could’ve happened!”

      Callum sighed, and looked at me. I shrugged.

      “Was she taken at the same time as the unicorns?” Callum asked.

      Art nodded. “It was just the other night.”

      “And how many unicorns did you have?” I put in.

      “Eleven,” he said. “Just had the first foal in about five years. Cute little thing, even if you don’t want to be in the paddock with it.”

      I looked at the ceiling. There was a blue smudge of imp dust up there in the exact shape of a small, winged body splatting into the plaster at great speed. “You lost eleven stroppy, horned horses and one human all at once. Careless, dude.”

      “Unhelpful,” Callum said, and poked his cigarette packet.

      “Just stating facts.”

      Art rubbed his face. “Look, I don’t know how it happened, okay? I just know that my sister’s missing, and I have to get her and the herd back before the Watch check in again. They can’t be the ones to find her. I’ll take responsibility for the loss. It can’t be on Kara. I can’t have the Watch do … well. Whatever the Watch do to people they don’t like.”

      A shiver corkscrewed its way down my spine. I knew what they did. I’d had it done to me in every one of my previous three lives, and I hadn’t even deserved it. Well. I mostly hadn’t deserved it. Most of the time. Anyhow, it had ended my last life. Ended it screaming in the Inbetween, the space that runs between all worlds and realities.

      Callum gave up the fight and lit another cigarette. He blew smoke toward the open window, his face set in unhappy lines. “I don’t know, Art. I mean, I’m really sorry to hear about the whole thing, but Gobbelino’s got some issues with the Watch that mean we don’t want to get caught up with them. And I can’t go back to Dimly. You know that.”

      Art sighed. “I know. Well, about you, anyway. But there’s no one else I can ask, Callum. No one’s even meant to know we’ve still got the unicorns. And it’s not like I can go to the police.”

      Callum rubbed his forehead with his cigarette hand, the smoke wreathing him for a moment, making him unfamiliar and distant. “I can’t go back.”

      “You wouldn’t have to go to Dimly,” Art said. “I can’t see anyone taking the unicorns there, anyway. Where would they keep them?”

      “Dimly’s that pocket over near the canal, right?” I said.

      “Yeah,” Callum said.

      “You don’t have to go near it,” Art said. “Just come to the house. Please. Have a look. I have to find the unicorns. I have to get Kara back. I can’t … I’ve lost everything else. Everyone else. Please, Callum.”

      Callum scrubbed his face with his hands, the movement rough and angry, and swore as the makeshift dressing slipped off his hand.

      “Oh, that looks nasty,” Art said, leaning over the desk. “Let me see.”

      “No.” Callum got up, shoving the chair back roughly. It clattered into the wall behind him. “No, just go, Art. I’m sorry about Kara. I’m sorry about all of it. But you have to go.”

      Art stared at him for a moment, then his shoulders sagged and he nodded. “Alright. Sorry.” He leaned over the desk and picked up one of the surviving pens, then scrawled an address and phone number on a torn scrap of a book page. He put the pen back, looked at both of us, and left without saying anything else, his back stiff with anger and grief and something I couldn’t quite taste.
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      We listened to his footsteps scuff down the threadbare carpet in the hall outside, and the screech of broken hinges on the door to the stairwell. Callum ground out his cigarette, picked up the biscuits, put them down again, tried to run a hand through his hair, then just stared at the imp-inflicted puncture wounds, still oozing blood.

      “You should put some peroxide on that,” I observed, and nibbled on a cat biscuit.

      He grunted, and prodded the ball of his thumb, making it bleed more.

      “Gross,” I announced. “And you just cleaned that floor.”

      He sighed, wrapped his hand in the filthy T-shirt, and looked at me properly. “You’re quiet.”

      “Nothing to say.”

      “That’s a first.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, but didn’t argue the point.

      He flicked ash into the dish on the windowsill that served as an ashtray, then said, “I can’t go back there.”

      “That’s fair enough,” I said.

      “And it could get you tangled up with the Watch again.”

      “No one wants that,” I agreed.

      “And I’ve been gone for ages. Why come to me? He didn’t even say how he found us!”

      “He didn’t.”

      Callum frowned. “Should we be worried about that?”

      “Probably.”

      He rubbed his face with his good hand. “You’re not helping here, Gobs.”

      “I’m being very agreeable.”

      “That’s what’s worrying me.”

      We looked at each other for a moment, then I said, “Look. You might’ve left Dimly, but you didn’t leave the north, did you? You didn’t even leave Leeds, and it’s hardly a long way from here to Dimly.”

      Callum shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t have any money.”

      “I’m not judging. It took me three lives to get out of London, and in the end I got in the same trouble up here as I did down there. Location’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “You’re saying I wanted to be found?”

      “I’m saying maybe you’ve got unfinished business. First Ifan in that zombie case, now Art? The past never lets us go entirely.”

      Callum looked at his cold tea rather than at me. “I think I prefer it when you never shut up than when you get all thoughtful.”

      “Yeah, well, bite me. I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”

      “So you say we take the case.”

      “I say we see if he can pay us first.”

      Callum snorted. “That sounds more like the Gobs we know and tolerate. What about the Watch?”

      I shrugged. “We’re not doing anything wrong. Finding them their lost property is all.”

      He watched me for a moment, then said, “You do know that saying about curiosity killing the cat, right?”

      “Dude, I’ve been killed three times already. Curiosity had nothing to do with it.”

      “And this?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Ifan the magician’s son. Art the unicorn keeper. Your family. Your family. I’m basically all curiosity right now.”

      He’d been smiling, but when I mentioned his family it faded. “Yeah, well. If there’s any of my family left, and we run into them, the Watch really will be the least of our problems.” He stubbed the cigarette out and picked up the scrap of paper with Art’s address on it.

      “You never checked? After the Watch went through?”

      “No.”

      I watched him, the questions itching at the base of my skull like a flea bite you just can’t reach (look, even the cleanest cat gets fleas sometimes. Don’t act like you’ve never left your hair dirty for a week). But I didn’t ask. Partnerships are built on agreements and compromises, both negotiated and not. Spoken ones, like don’t bite me and I won’t throw water at you. And unspoken ones, like the knowledge that both of us had pasts that were best left behind us. Pasts that didn’t need to have questions asked about them.

      Pasts that maybe we didn’t even know how to answer questions about.

      So I just groomed one faintly sudsy paw, and after a moment he said, “Let’s get that pasta salad from Mrs Smith, then we’ll head over.”

      “We’d best take some supplies,” I said.

      “She said she had tuna for you.”

      “Not for lunch. For the trip.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It’ll take us half an hour, tops. And I’m certain there’s still some treats in the car, as someone has an absolute phobia of running out.”

      “Can’t be too careful,” I said. “What if we break down?”

      “Half an hour,” he repeated. “I think we’ll manage.”

      “With that car, half a mile’s a risk,” I pointed out, and he got up with a sigh.

      “Fine,” he said, and went to dress his hand.

      I stayed where I was, watching the sun slanting through the grimy windows and wondering if the unicorns would be the most dangerous things to come.

      I doubted it.
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