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PROLOGUE


The old cat smiled to himself as he put up the ‘Closed’ sign. He patted the heads of the last giggling kittens and puppies who were leaving his ice-cream parlour and heading home to their parents with contented, full bellies and warm smiles.


‘Good night, Cleo. Send your parents my best, Delphi!’ He waved as the kittens padded home.


It was a glorious late summer evening. The sun hovered low in the sky, over the bay; there were still a few hours left of daylight. He thought about what he’d do: maybe a quick swim – cats were supposed to hate water, but he’d loved it since being a kitten – followed by a run, or maybe some yoga (then again, cats did yoga pretty much every hour of the day with all that stretching). He chuckled to himself. What a long way he’d come.


[image: Old cat in apron waves under Cool Cats Ices sign, while Cleo and kittens enjoy ice cream on seaside path.]


If you’d asked him only a year ago what his plans were for the evening, the list would have included robbery (though no innocent animals would get harmed, obviously), general villainy, a good brainstorm about world domination and then a couple of hours keeping up with his swordplay (he was, after all, once considered the finest swordsman in the whole of Europe).


But not any longer. Archduke Ferdicat might be the greatest criminal mastermind in the world, but he was simply tired of being a bad guy …


To start with, even though it was obvious that animals would/could/should do a better job than humans at running the world, could he organise them into doing anything about it … ?


NO.


They were useless. Far too interested in stuffing their bellies and getting their backs scratched by their humans to worry about running the place. Plus, most animals were terrible at organising anything. OK, the ants were great, and they would have made a brilliant army, but he could barely hear a thing they said, and you needed sooo many to get anything done. Dogs: idiots. Cats: lazy. Dolphins: just wanted to play ALL THE TIME. Apes: too far away. Weasels: too …weasel-y! As for the rest, they all acted like headless chickens … especially the chickens.


On top of all that, his last adventure with Toto in the Scottish Highlands had been … if he were honest, a very confusing time for him.


Even though he’d trained as a Ninja Cat, he’d turned his back on that way of life a long time ago. So why did it feel so good to be side by side fighting with Toto … for (urgh!) the good guys?


He’d needed to clear his head, so he’d taken a boat to Ireland for a much-needed break, and to put his paws up.


OK, so he had ALSO come here to track down the legendary pirate treasure of the Skelligs: a famous, mythical tale of pirate treasure that took treasure seekers on an adventure, which he’d heard about as a kitten. His interest had been piqued when he won a map in a card game with a one-eyed Staffordshire bull terrier named Colin, in an underground milk bar in Edinburgh, apparently revealing the treasure’s location.


[image: A rolled-out treasure map with drawings of mountains, trees, a ship, an anchor, a compass rose and a marked path leading across the sea towards land.]


But he’d realised, quite quickly, that the map was useless. It came with a riddle that frankly made no sense (though he did admit, that was the whole point of a riddle).


It had driven him crazy. He’d been up for hours, night after night after night, poring over it (with actual paws), trying to work it out, and even though he hadn’t looked at it for ages, he could still recite it word for word.


COME FIND THE GOLD WHICH


YE SEEK


ON A BARREN ISLAND COLD


AND BLEAK,


WHERE CLIFFS ARE HIGH AND


CAVERNS LOW


AND THE TIDE IS DEADLY, BOTH


EBB AND FLOW.


WATCH OUT FOR THE LIGHTS


OF RODRIGO’S GHOST!


THOSE THAT ARE BRAVE WILL


WIN THE MOST.


ON THE LOWEST LOW AND THE


HIGHEST HIGH,


THERE ARE PEAKS SO TALL


THEY GROW FROM THE SKY.


IN THE SMALLEST HOLE CUT


FROM THE SEA,


THE TREASURE WILL BE FOUND


BY THEE.


Utter rubbish … Highs and lows, cliffs and caves, blah blah blah! He’d searched them all, again and again.


Then there was the actual map. It was so old it made no sense – you could barely make it out. It was written in Catin, an old animal language a bit like Latin. Some of the points were recognisable: Puffin’s Point, and Gato’s Bluff, named after a legendary cat pirate, were still there, but that was it. Plus, he figured someone had probably found the treasure years ago – if it existed at all – and he was ruining his perfectly manicured claws as he went digging around in the local caves and cliff faces every weekend.


No, what he really wanted was a quiet life. So, after a year of searching for the treasure, he gave up. He found himself signing up for a wellness retreat, run by a local hare, and loved it so much he’d taken a vow of non-violence, put away his trusty sword, cape and hat, changed his name to Archibald O’Fitzycat … and opened an ice-cream parlour called Cool Cats Ices.


That was a year ago. Since then, the parlour had become renowned as the best in the west of Ireland. Animals, locals and tourists alike, had flocked to try his ice cream; the catnip and salted caramel was a particular favourite.


This new-found fame, however, came with its problems, particularly if you were on the animal most-wanted list and needed to remain incognito. Luckily the Archduke was a master of disguise, so he wasn’t too worried. He’d even started to let his guard down, and had got to know the townsfolk who’d welcomed him and his ice cream with open arms.


Sure, he was still one of the top ten most wanted animals in the world, but he reckoned Toto and the Ninja Cats knew he wasn’t looking to make trouble. Plus, they had bigger fish to fry.


There is, though, a saying in the cat world:  ‘Once a ninja, always a ninja’. And when he heard the bell of the door ding-a-ling and a pair of heavy boots clomp into his parlour, his hackles rose on instinct. He couldn’t quite put his claws on what it was … but it was there.


‘Well, well. Looks like someone has done pretty well for themselves,’ the visitor sneered, as he surveyed the ice cream on offer.


As the Archduke turned, he recognised his visitor immediately, but remained completely impassive. ‘I’m sorry, my good man, but we’re about to close. I can serve you if you’re quick. How about iced macaroni cheese, or a tuna mayo sorbet, in a cone?’


‘Oh, I’ll be taking the lot, plus whatever is in your till, and the keys to the place. Plus that map you’re hiding somewhere.’


The Archduke tried his hardest to remain composed, hoping his disguise would outfox the intruder.


‘Look, friend, you must have me mistaken for someone else. I’m just a humble ice-cream salesman – admittedly with quite a lucrative side hustle in smoked salmon. But please take some ice cream, by all means.’ He wasn’t sure how he was going to get out of this, but he had to keep up the façade while he thought of something fast!


The visitor laughed. ‘Pull the other one! It’s been a while, but I never forget a face. We worked together for YEARS before you went soft and quit, so you can drop all of this nonsense. I KNOW you. And unfortunately you know me: Elias is the name. Your old henchcat. And YOU are the greatest criminal mind of all time, or at least you were … Archduke Ferdicat …’


[image: Archduke Ferdicat stands eyes shut, mouth open. Elias in cap and jacket with fists closed stands behind.]


Archduke Ferdicat. He hadn’t heard that name for ages. It felt like a lifetime ago. Admittedly Archibald O’Fitzycat wasn’t the most original choice of names, but he was a proud cat! He wasn’t going to go full incognito.


He dropped his shoulders; there was no point going on with the pretence. His old colleague was dressed smartly in a field jacket and a cap, every inch the country gent. His eyes were drawn to an expensive gold ring on the small claw of the enormous cat, a signet ring with a crest imprinted on it. Clearly, he’d gone up in the world.


‘OK … look, Elias,’ he sighed. ‘I don’t want any trouble. I’m retired from the trouble business. I just want to live a quiet life making ice cream for the good animals of Ireland. I don’t know why you’re here, or who you’re working for, so why don’t we sit down together, I’ll rustle us up a few scoops and we can catch up on old times.’


Even with his lightning-fast reactions, the old ninja was caught off guard as the enormous cat picked him up and hurled him across the counter of the ice-cream parlour, sending glass bowls and serviettes flying.


‘Hee hee hee, I’d heard you’d taken a vow of non-violence and gone as soft as that delicious-looking chicken and liver ice cream, but that won’t save you. Me and my associates know why you’re here, so come on, spill the beans. Tell me where the map is and I’ll go easy on you.’


From behind the counter, Ferdicat thought fast. It was obvious Elias was working for someone – he wasn’t smart enough to have found him on his own – but who? Whoever it was, they’d tracked him down and assumed he was here searching for the treasure. Although true when he first arrived, it was not now. He just wanted a quiet life.


He slowly got up, dusting the shattered pieces of glass from his apron.


The door opened and two other massive cats prowled into the small parlour. Ferdicat clocked that each cat wore an identical ring to Elias’s.


‘You ready for some more?’ Elias hissed. The Archduke’s face broke into a tiny smile, as if he was sharing a joke with himself. The larger henchcat’s snarl wavered slightly.


‘Well, gentlemen, I see we’ve all been working out, and congratulations on such fine muscles.’


‘Oh, thanks, Archduke,’ one of the henchcats said, genuinely touched by the compliment, until he was met with a withering stare from Elias.


‘But,’ the Archduke continued, ‘all that muscle mass sadly makes you very, very … very slowwwww.’ With lightning speed, he leapt over the counter, ran towards a wall and launched himself at it. Using it as a springboard, he turned himself into a feline pinball, bouncing off Elias and his goons as if they were launch pads.


In a split second he was at the door and, with a small salute and a wink to his old colleagues, he was gone.


‘Urgh! After him, you idiots,’ Elias bellowed. All three of the hulking felines made for the door, getting in each other’s way as they collided out of the parlour.


The Archduke sprinted away, but he saw at least twenty animal criminals waiting for Elias outside, many of whom he recognised from his old life. This was a small army … why had Elias brought so many? He wasn’t waiting around to find out.


Although it pained him to leave his parlour behind, he knew exactly where to head for safety while he worked out what to do. Turning to look over his shoulder, he could now see the whole gang were giving chase. To a human eye, and there were a few staring in disbelief, it looked like twenty cats and dogs running riot. He could see that a few of the younger cats and a couple of lurchers were gaining ground on him. Smiling to himself, he took a sharp left and leapt … over the harbour wall into the bay below.


The mob behind him tried to slow down, but it was too late. Six or seven of the chasing pack careered over the wall into the bay behind him. The cats and lurchers screaming like kittens and puppies as they hit the water.


[image: Archduke Ferdicat falls into the water along with other cats and dogs tumbling from the stone wall. One cat shouts ‘YEEOWL’, one dog shouts ‘YIKES’ and ‘SPLASH’ is seen in the water.]


‘I can’t swim!’


‘I hate the water!’


‘I’m an exotic shorthair!’


The Archduke turned, treading water, and for a brief second allowed himself a smile. He’d taken a vow of non-violence, but that didn’t mean he was a pushover.


[image: Archduke Ferdicat holds on to the tail of a whale in the sea with a mountain in the background.]


As the cats and dogs were fished out of the water by their fellow goons and some helpful, if confused, humans, the old ninja turned and kicked away from the harbour wall. As he did so, a large grey shape surfaced from the dark waters below. Far from being afraid, it was as if the old cat was expecting it. Grabbing on to a fin, he sped through the water, heading for a small craggy island across the bay.


He knew the local puffins were wary of him, but they could be trusted. He could hide out there while he worked out what to do. And he’d stashed some things on the little island, ready for a moment just like this.


The one thing he’d forgotten to grab on the way out was that map!


He cursed to himself, but there wasn’t much he could do about that now. Plus, if he couldn’t make sense of it, he very much doubted a knucklehead like Elias could … unless he was working with someone else … someone cleverer than he was.


One thing was for sure: the Archduke needed help.


He needed Toto the Ninja Cat.
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