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      Ever wish you could get an inside look at the thoughts of a cat? Me too! That’s why I’ve written the Sir Kipling standalone adventures, devoted solely to our intrepid feline hero, Sir Edgar Allan Kipling, magical talking cat extraordinaire.

      For fans of the Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus universe, this is a fun side adventure that can be read at any point during the series, though it happens chronologically after the sixth book (Identity) of the Lily Singer Adventures.

      For new readers, welcome! I hope you enjoy this cute little standalone that revels in the joy of snarky cat humor and magical adventure. Once you are done with this novella, there is a whole series waiting for you to indulge in, so be sure to check it out starting with Book 1 - Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus: Beginnings.

      Happy Reading!
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          THE DAY A HUMAN HIRED ME

        

      

    

    
      The First Rule of Cat is simple: never beg. Cats do not ask, we tell.

      The Second Rule of Cat is rather more complicated: give humans what they need, not what they want. Depending on the cat who owns you, your mileage may vary.

      The Third Rule of Cat, however, is an absolute delight: never explain anything unless absolutely necessary.

      What? Don’t give me that look. A bit of uncertainty is good for humans. We can’t go around spoon-feeding you the answers to the ultimate questions of life, the universe, and everything. You’d become spoiled rotten and start entertaining ridiculous notions of self-importance. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: pride is unbecoming to humans. Only cats and dragons do it justice.

      But where was I?

      Ah yes, the Third Rule of Cat. If we can explain something, we don’t, simply on principle.

      I will admit, this is partly because it is so amusing to keep humans guessing—though your adorable confusion is more a pleasant side effect than the motivation behind our silence. You see, cats are by nature walking, purring enigmas. Mystery adorns us like a crown and flows about us like the shadows that whisper our name…

      Which is exactly why I didn’t tell my human about the suspicious black SUV parked down the street from her apartment one fine spring morning as she prepared to go to work.

      My human, Miss Lily Singer, was the archives manager at McCain Library of Agnes Scott, a private women’s college in Atlanta, Georgia. She also happened to be the guardian of the magical archives beneath McCain Library, aptly named the “Basement” to keep local mundanes happily unsuspecting of its true nature.

      Ah, yes. I might not have mentioned it yet, but my human is a wizard.

      No, not a witch, that would be her companion, Sebastian Blackwell. He is the witch and she is the wizard, and I would advise you not to get the two mixed up, unless you want to be cursed for your troubles. Wizards are born, and generally smug about the fact, though my human is a rare exception. Witches, on the other hand, are self-made, though their path to power frequently leads to their gruesome and untimely end.

      Clear as mud? Good.

      As I was saying, I had decided it was far better for Lily, and more amusing for me, to not point out the mysterious vehicle lurking down the street and instead allow her to go about her usual routine. It consisted of yoga—which, for the record, we cats invented—a wash under the deadly Waterfall of Cursed Wetness, since human tongues were defective grooming tools, and finally breakfast and her morning cup of tea. Lately, she had been forced to rush through it all. Recent troubles had led her to spend nights at her elderly mentor’s house and commute to her apartment each morning.

      Soon enough, though, she was ready and clothed in her usual blouse, skirt, and heels while her frizzy red-brown hair was pulled back in a severe bun so it did not catch in her glasses. I observed from my perch on her polished wood desk by the front windows as she hurried toward the door, carpet bag hooked over one arm. She paused before exiting to give me a thorough and much deserved scratch about the ears, as was only proper.

      “You coming to the library this morning, Sir Kipling?” she asked, brows tilted in that resigned and long-suffering way of hers.

      “As much as I know it pains you to be deprived of my presence, I fear there have been signs of vermin sniffing about the place,” I meowed, blinking lazily at her. Due to an unexpected magical gift in our adventurous past, she—but only she—could understand my meows. “I have a job to do,” I continued, “so I must leave you to your own devices for the day.”

      There was no need to mention that the vermin I referred to were not the four-legged kind. Third Rule, remember?

      “My, my, it sounds like you have a thrilling day ahead of you,” Lily said, then pursed her lips in a vain attempt to hide her smile. “Try not to sprain anything by napping too hard.”

      I twitched my tail and gave her an imperious look, the only acceptable response to such cheek. “With greatness comes sacrifice, human. Not everyone is cut out for it. It is my job to take care of you, and I must maintain a strict schedule to ensure I remain in peak condition. Considering the amount of trouble you get up to, it is a wonder I don’t waste away into nothing with how often my naps are interrupted.”

      Lily rolled her eyes, but the expression did not hide the shadow that passed over her face. That shadow chased away her smile and made the weariness in every line of her body more evident.

      My human had been sleeping very little lately, despite my religious application of EPT—Emergency Purr Therapy

      “Well, enjoy your day, Kip. I’ll swing by after work to pick you up so we can go meet Sebastian for dinner.”

      “I can hardly wait.”

      Lily paused in the act of turning to the door and raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you being sarcastic?”

      “Certainly not,” I meowed and gave a languid stretch. “I’ve only just gotten your witch properly trained in petting me the way I like. Besides, it is immensely amusing watching him make you blush. Better than my soap operas, even.”

      I started purring as my human scowled at me and her cheeks turned a fascinating shade of pink.

      “What have I told you about watching soap operas? You know they aren’t real. I can’t fathom why you waste your time on such drivel.”

      “Perhaps I am taking notes. How else am I supposed to properly care for my human and her mate, hmm?”

      Lily’s shade deepened to a red flush, and I twitched my tail in interest.

      “Sir Edgar Allan Kipling! I—don’t—he’s not my mate⁠—”

      “Yet,” I purred smugly, but she ignored me.

      “—and I forbid you from taking relationship advice from soap operas!”

      “My dearest human, when has forbidding me to do something ever produced the desired result? Also, you are late for work.”

      The glare Lily shot me was impressively withering, which made me purr all the more vigorously since I had achieved my goal of banishing the weary shadow from her face.

      What? She’s my human. I can bait her if I want. Besides, it is my job to build her character, and I take my duties very seriously.

      Since I did not, however, want her to suffer any lingering stress from heightened blood pressure, I did lean forward to headbutt her and rub my whiskered face across her arm.

      “You are a horrible, wicked cat,” she muttered, even as her hand rose automatically to scratch my chin.

      “Only the best for you, dear Lily.”

      “Just stay out of trouble while I’m at the library, all right? I don’t know if I can take any more excitement right now.”

      “You won’t hear even a whisper of trouble from me,” I promised her, and meant it—I was very good at sneaking around and had no intention of letting my human discover the mischief I expected lay before me that day.

      My human gave me a rueful smile and one last scratch, then opened the front door and disappeared through it before pulling it firmly shut behind her.

      I watched closely through the window, monitoring her progress while keeping half an eye on the SUV parked down the street. My human pulled her car out onto the main road and headed west for the very short drive to her library. She could have walked, but physical exertion, especially in the humidity and heat of a sunny Atlanta morning, was exceedingly low on her list of preferred activities.

      As I had predicted, the SUV did not follow.

      It hadn’t been a difficult guess to make. For one thing, the vehicle was parked pointing toward the apartments, the opposite direction needed in order to follow my human. For another, Lily’s workplace was public knowledge and easy to find for anyone prepared to do a bit of research about Agnes Scott College, so there was hardly a reason to follow her to work. Lastly, the vehicle was far from nondescript and so a poor choice for someone up to nefarious purposes. Its bulky, sleek blackness screamed either government or private security.

      I was curious to find out which.

      Since my lurking friends were not after Lily, I decided they were likely intent on a bit of illegal nosing about, so I sat in patient stillness, a watchful sphinx at the window. I anticipated significant amusement for myself and equal consternation on the part of my visitors, considering that Lily kept her apartment warded against every sort of intruder, magical or mundane. If they tried to pick the lock or force a window, they would find an invisible and inexplicable force resisting them. Short of explosives—and even those might not work unless they used multiple charges—nobody and nothing would be entering my human’s apartment.

      I, of course, being of the feline persuasion and endowed with Cat Magic, could come and go as I pleased.

      Impressed? You should be. I am as magnificent as they come, both in looks and talent. My fluffy gray coat is as dark and silken as smoke, and my innate majesty is enhanced by the white mustache marking beneath my nose and the circular, monocle-like marking around my right eye.

      But it is not my markings alone which set me apart. Remember that gift I mentioned?

      Some time ago I was blessed—or cursed, depending on your point of view—with human intelligence and the ability to communicate with my wizard, among other talents. My “enlightenment” as I call it was a double-edged sword, to be sure. Lily could no longer feign ignorance when I demanded my favorite brand of cat food, but neither could I pretend to be clueless when she ordered me to stop scratching the furniture.

      It just goes to show that magic does not solve all one’s problems.

      Now, lest you get the wrong impression, all cats are a bit magical by nature. How else can you explain the fact that we are eighty percent liquid, always know exactly where to sit for maximum human annoyance, and manage to shed our own weight in cat hair every day? Being accused of employing “Cat Magic” by my human was not so much a comment on my supernatural ability as it was an observation about the mysteries of the feline species as a whole.

      But yes, I am a bit…singular, even for a cat.

      Since my enlightenment I have learned many skills, reading and writing among them—to Lily’s surprise and frequent dismay. Such talents have granted me a useful, if unwieldy, means of communication with the general masses. Not that I choose to do so often, of course. Most non-cat-owned humans are not mentally prepared for conversation with a magical talking feline, so I take care to spare their fragile, mundane minds.

      Why was I gifted with “Cat Magic,” you may wonder? Frankly, it is none of your business, so you might as well not bother asking—Third Rule of Cat, remember? But it certainly included protecting my human and subtly guiding her when necessary.

      I have always taken excellent care of the human I adopted, even when I was “simply” a cat. Whatever it was that Lily needed, whether purr therapy or claw-avoidance training, I was always there to provide it, per the Second Rule of Cat. However, with the increasingly dangerous and life-threatening adventures my wizard has been pulled into for the past year since my enlightenment, I have appreciated all the help I could get. You try destroying demons, outwitting fae, and fighting off homicidal witches with nothing but eighteen claws and enough floofy cuteness to bring an entire country to its knees.

      All right, all right, I likely could have still done it myself. But Lily’s chances of survival would have been significantly lower, and that would have been unacceptable.

      No one hurts my human.

      No one.

      Which was why, even though I knew any attempt at skullduggery on the part of my surprise visitors was doomed to failure, I was still very interested to discover who exactly they were.

      Cats are patient creatures, though not by nature, and certainly not by desire. We simply have abundant practice, and it is much less effort to stay put and wait to see what happens than to run about in a yapping frenzy like a dog. Just because we are patient, however, does not mean we enjoy waiting, so I was pleased when the black SUV pulled out into the road as soon as Lily’s car passed. It headed directly for our building and parked right in front of my human’s apartment, no mincing about or trying to be subtle. I watched the human in the driver’s seat as he unbuckled himself and exited the vehicle.

      The man was tall, muscular, and blond, with a full beard and the piercing, watchful eyes of a hawk. I was not overly fond of hawks, but they were a predictable sort of predator. Their deadliness lay in lightning-fast surprise attacks when they were on the hunt, and this one looked curious rather than hungry.

      And, as it happened, his curiosity was firmly riveted on me.

      He stared intently at me for a time before finally breaking eye contact to sweep his evaluating gaze across the front of my human’s ground-floor apartment located in an old but well-preserved brick building. Besides an uninspiring line of ornamental bushes and a low brick wall bordering the sidewalk, there was little to recommend it from the outside. It was simply one more nondescript apartment in a quiet Atlanta neighborhood. The man’s eyes took it all in swiftly, though they lingered on the door, before locking back on me where I sat in the window, my feline glory on full display.

      I remained motionless, giving him the full weight of my hooded, yellow-eyed stare. My whiskers felt no tingle of the usual itchiness that afflicted me whenever I discovered foreign magic in my vicinity. I concluded, therefore, that the man was of the mundane-thug variety, rather than the witch- or wizard-thug variety. He could not be a government agent, in any case—not with a haircut like a Viking warlord. This was a relief, since the FBI had shown an unpleasant amount of interest in my human at times, and I was keen to avoid more of it.

      Not that Lily normally gave the FBI reason to poke their nose in her business. She was a very responsible wizard. There was that time she’d revealed magic to a mundane, but in her defense, it had been a life-or-death situation. Normally, if she were any more responsible she would be positively puritanical. Ninety percent of the shenanigans she was roped into were the fault of her witch, Sebastian. The other ten percent, well…let us say there are occupational hazards to being involved with magic.

      Now, do not think that I am complaining. True, the infinite weight of my magical knowledge is a heavy burden. If I were not already gray, I would have become so soon after my enlightenment. But life has made up for it in highly amusing adventures, such as the one standing in front of my human’s apartment, staring at me with startlingly blue eyes narrowed in a calculating gaze.

      I expected the blond giant to eventually bore of our staring contest and commence his laughable attempts to gain entry to my abode. Instead, to my great surprise—and it is hard to surprise a cat, let me tell you—the man bent at the waist and executed a stiff bow in my direction.

      What in catnip’s name?

      Curiosity sent my tail twitching—quite without my permission, I might add, which ruined my sphinx-like poise. To cover for it, I lifted a paw and began to wash my face with practiced indifference, showing precisely how unconcerned I was by this human’s bizarre behavior.

      That was when the man started talking. To me.

      “Good morning, sir. I have been sent on behalf of a mutual acquaintance. He politely requests a meeting at his gallery to discuss something of interest to you and your—your human.” The man stumbled over the odd phrasing, then coughed and continued, “If you would be so kind as to step outside, I will take you to him right away.”

      Ah. So that was who had sent this blond giant.

      Cats do not laugh. We are not so undignified as that. Instead, we purr and radiate smugness like the glorious, shining suns that we are.

      Of course, only humans well-attuned to the Way of Cat are capable of picking up on our subtle cues, and we rarely deem a human worthy enough of being given unsubtle cues. In this instance, I remained at the window, casually cleaning myself while radiating the subtle smugness of a small nuclear reactor. This left the human outside to shift uncomfortably and stew in his own doubt. I let him fret as I took my sweet time relishing what thoughts must have been running through his hairy head, such as:

      Do I look like a gibbering imbecile standing here talking to a house cat?

      Newsflash: yes, he did, but that was his problem, not mine.

      Has my boss gone certifiably insane, or is this errand a practical joke?

      How likely is it that my boss will shoot me in the kneecap if I return empty-handed and say I did my best, but his guest refused to cooperate?

      Ah, these were the moments I lived for.

      The human lackey only lasted twenty-six seconds squirming in awkward silence before he cleared his throat and repeated his request.

      I was tempted to continue ignoring him. It would have been amusing to watch him sweat and see what he might resort to in order to gain a response. But alas, I did not want to risk him drawing attention to Lily’s apartment, nor risk him actually leaving, since I was quite interested to find out what my sly old “mutual acquaintance” was up to.

      And so I rose from my place on Lily’s desk, stretched long and languidly, then turned and gave the human outside a good, long look at my floofy posterior. Finally, I jumped to the floor and sauntered off to make my way outside.

      No, not through the front door. Good grief. Your lack of faith in my feline machinations has wounded me grievously. I may never recover.

      Wait no, false alarm, I have recovered. Now, where was I?

      Ah yes, outside, crouched under the bushes at the corner of my human’s apartment, watching one large, blond human grow increasingly impatient.

      I would give it to him, as far as humans went, he was definitely on the professional and competent end of things. His impatience and uncertainty would have been barely discernible to other humans.

      But, as you may have picked up on by now, I was not a human.

      When words are absent, humans rely almost exclusively on sight, needing to detect the visual cues of face and body in order to understand each other. Unfortunately for humans, other humans can become quite good at hiding such cues in an effort to gain advantage.

      Cats have no such limitation, as we rely primarily on smell and hearing to master the world around us. Smell is particularly useful, since humans have wildly inferior olfactory senses and cannot control what they cannot detect.

      And let me tell you, I “detect” more than I ever wanted to know about humans. Pungent creatures, you lot. I can’t very well hold it against you, I suppose. But for the love of catnip, if you would stop putting lemons on everything it would make our lives much easier. Lemons are the most vile-smelling objects known to cats and if you don’t believe me, try sharing lemonade with your cat sometime and see if they thank you. It is like being offered a primordial sludge-bucket of acid vomit.

      There, learned something new today, didn’t you?

      Speaking of learning, I only needed to take one whisker-twitching sniff of the air to know the blond giant waiting on the sidewalk was quite apprehensive. It wasn’t the fear stink of prey, but rather the nervous odor of facing the unknown and mysterious.

      I settled into a comfortable catloaf—an infantile and offensive term, I’ll have you know, but you humans have such a miserably limited language that I am forced to use it—and continued peering at the human from between the leaves, waiting to see what he would do.

      He waited a good five minutes this time, shifting subtly and keeping a watchful eye on his surroundings. Finally, he pulled out his phone, dialed a number, and put it to his ear.

      “Sorry, sir, I—yes, I saw him, but—n-no I didn’t talk to him—I understand, sir, but⁠—”

      I could not quite catch the razor-sharp words currently flaying the poor human lackey alive over the phone. I knew already that my “acquaintance” was not one to raise his voice. He had no need. His quiet words were ten times more deadly than any lion’s roar, and the blond giant obviously knew it, judging by his visible wince.

      “Y-yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

      With that, the man returned his phone to his pocket, took a slow, deep breath, then went around to the side of his SUV and opened the rear passenger door. When he spoke, it had the mechanical quality of someone repeating words they very much did not want to say.

      “If you would be so kind, Sir Kipling, my employer asks that you cease playing with me like I’m a”—he choked a bit here, and his face reddened, but he managed to keep going, albeit through gritted teeth—“a mouse, and get in the vehicle. He has games far more worthy of your attention awaiting you at his gallery.”

      Well, well, well. Not bad, not bad at all. Anton must have been paying his man well, or else he really had threatened to shoot his lackey in the kneecap if the man returned without me.

      Fine.

      I gave a huff and slithered out from underneath the bush, deciding to have mercy on the poor human. Yes, I would have enjoyed stringing him along further, but Anton was right. My time was better used elsewhere, specifically in finding out what this “something of interest” was and how it affected my human.

      That is, if it truly affected my human at all. I wouldn’t put it past a criminal like Anton Silvester to creatively present the truth in whatever way was most likely to gain my interest. He was, after all, the unofficial “fixer” of Atlanta’s magical underworld, and one did not gain such a title without being as manipulative and sly as a fox.

      And yet, he did have a vested interest in keeping Lily safe, even if his reasons were quite a bit more selfish than mine. So, I’d allow him to manipulate me just this once.

      I slunk around the SUV, the human lackey none the wiser, and chose a spot behind him that was as close as I could get while remaining out of kicking distance. He was still facing the apartment, with one hand on the open vehicle door.

      Once in position, I meowed a loud, lazy drawl of feline smugness, and settled in to enjoy the show.

      The blond giant did not disappoint.

      He jumped several inches, an impressively forceful reaction for one with so much body mass. And was that a strangled grunt of surprise my keen ears detected? Goodness gracious me. My prey—I mean the man, pardon my slip—spun around toward where I had been sitting, one hand going to the firearm-shaped bulge at his side under his suit jacket. But by then I had already slipped beneath the vehicle and come out by the front passenger door, taking up a prim stance with tail curled about my paws, waiting for the human to turn back around and notice me.

      For a while all he did was feverishly scan the paved lot, then crouch down to peer under the back of the SUV. I could hear his accelerated heartbeat—it was not near as fast as the rapid pitter-patter of a frightened mouse, but close enough to be thoroughly amusing.

      I really should not have been having such fun at this human’s expense, but then, when did I ever do what I was supposed to do?

      Obeying is for dogs, after all.

      Finally, finally he turned around, and I got to enjoy a second jump along with a florid stream of under-the-breath-but-perfectly-audible-to-my-feline-hearing curses that would have put even Sebastian to shame.

      GREETINGS, HUMAN, I told him using a handful of large shining letters that I sent to hover above me in a tidy row.

      The letters were a little spell my human’s mentor, Madam Barrington, had put on my collar. Any wizard seeing me manipulate the glowing letters would claim I was breaking the rules of magic. I was “only” a cat, and everyone knew cats could not use wizard spells.

      Unfortunately for wizards and their preconceived notions about magic, I was thoroughly amused by the confusion I caused and had no intention of violating the Third Rule of Cat in order to diminish it.

      This mundane lackey, once he had regained control of his potty mouth, at any rate, hid his own confusion behind a mask of professionalism. Though I did notice with a bit of predatory glee that he had developed a muscle twitch under one eye.

      He cleared his throat. “Yes, um, greetings, Sir Kipling. Now, if you would…” He gestured at the open door to the back seat, not meeting my eyes, but instead staring fixedly at the letters above my head.

      I was sorely tempted to toy with him further—he hadn’t even said “please,” for catnip’s sake. But I decided against it.

      Duty called.

      With a few lazy steps and a graceful bound, I jumped up onto the luxurious leather-clad backseat of the vehicle and sprawled my magnificent self across it in utter unconcern. My “chauffeur” shot me a glance, filled with some mix of amazement and annoyance judging by the smell coming off him, then carefully shut the door. He circled the vehicle, climbed in without a word, and we were off.
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