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				More praise for the New York Times bestselling Cats and Curios Mysteries

				“Written with verve and panache.”

				—Carolyn Hart, author of Ghost in Trouble

				“Quirky characters, an enjoyable mystery with plenty of twists, and cats, too! A fun read.”

				—Linda O. Johnston, author of the Kendra Ballantyne, Pet-Sitter Mysteries

				“[A] wild, refreshing over-the-top-of-Nob-Hill thriller.”

				—The Best Reviews

				“This exciting road trip goes from danger to humor and back as the adorable cats are brilliant tacticians who amusingly but cleverly maneuver the niece somewhat for treats but often to keep her safe. Fast-paced cozy readers who enjoy something different will relish the charming Cats and Curios Mysteries (see Nine Lives Last Forever and How to Wash a Cat) as Oscar’s niece continues her dangerous adventures into the weird, whimsical world of her late uncle.”

				—Genre Go Round Reviews
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				Introduction

				A VELVET FOG draped over San Francisco’s steep hills, the blank canvas forming the curtained backdrop to a theater’s stage.

				November had begun with a few short days of Indian summer, but the opening act had been whisked away by the month’s main attraction, a mysterious gray character who skulked through the shrouded streets, erasing the sky and blurring the edges of the city’s pastel-colored buildings.

				Off in the distance, a foghorn bellowed out a warning to a ship approaching the Golden Gate Bridge. The low hooting honk echoed through the bay, floating up into the mist-masked hills that housed the Presidio’s former military post before sinking into the murky depths of Mountain Lake.

				A slender white cat with orange-tipped ears and tail sat on a bench near the lake’s southern rim, staring intently through the soupy haze at an object floating in the water about twenty feet from the shoreline.

				The tip end of Isabella’s long pipelike tail strummed the bench, an outer sign of her inner contemplation. Her slim shoulders hunched forward; her front claws dug into the seat’s worn wooden planks. Blue eyes glittering, she tilted her head inquisitively.

				There was something decidedly unnatural about the ghostly creature inhabiting the lake.

				•••

				ON THE BENCH beside Isabella, a fluffy feline of similar coloring and far greater girth let out a satisfied burp as he rolled himself into an upright position. Rupert smacked his lips and let loose a wide, sloppy yawn. His belly was still digesting the fried-chicken dinner he’d devoured a few hours earlier.

				Isabella issued a disparaging glance at her brother’s bulging stomach; then she resumed her surveillance of the lake.

				On a short rise above the far embankment, a streetlight lit a jungle gym’s shiny metal bars and, in the parking lot beyond, gave a dim glow to the large white van that had carried the cats, their person, and the vehicle’s owner to this isolated spot at the heart of the crowded city.

				The moist, pink padding on Isabella’s nose quivered as she sniffed the scents of the surrounding wildlife. Her ears widened, taking in the sounds of the night.

				A pair of squirrels rustled in the leaves beneath a wooly grove of cypress... a raccoon rummaged through a nearby Dumpster... a homeless man asleep on the grass let out a whiffling snore... and a tall, skinny fellow in a rubber wet suit and flippers clomped through the brush at the edge of the lake.

				“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Isabella heard her person ask as Montgomery Carmichael stopped to fit a snorkel mask over his narrow face.

				Isabella glanced up at the vacant sky and pondered the question.

				Would it be such a terrible thing if their pesky neighbor was devoured by a hungry albino alligator?

				Isabella’s whiskers twitched skeptically as Monty turned toward the bench, stretched his arms out in front of his chest, and flexed his meager muscles. In her opinion, he didn’t stand much of a chance against the ravenous reptile awaiting him in the water.

				Her tiny face crimped into a dubious expression.

				Eh, she concluded indifferently.

				After a moment’s consideration, however, Isabella appeared to take a different view on the matter. Pawing the air, she opened her mouth to form a series of sharp clicking sounds that terminated in an instructive “Mrao.”

				Her person glanced down at the bench and sighed ruefully.

				“I suppose you’re right,” she said with a grimace. “The gator might choke on his snorkel.”

				The woman placed her hands on her hips and pursed her lips, as if considering.

				Finally, she called out, “Monty, wait!”

				•••

				A PALE, LUMINOUS beast with colorless eyes and a snaggletoothed grin swam through the muddy water near Mountain Lake’s southern shoreline. The twelve-foot-long, torpedo-shaped body looked like a moldy, bump-ridden log—until you focused in on its sharp claws and prominent jawline.

				Clive, San Francisco’s reigning celebrity albino alligator, floated comfortably in the darkness, humming to himself as he bobbed in the water. His pointed snout beamed a radiant, if somewhat menacing, smile.

				He had enjoyed his short stay at Mountain Lake. Other than the occasional stray golf ball bouncing into the pond from the nearby course and a few distant shrieks from the children at the playground, his visit had been blissfully undisturbed.

				Of course, the recent change in diet had left his insides feeling a tad unsettled, and the sudden onset of cooler weather had made him long for his heated rock back at the aquarium’s Swamp Exhibit. But, overall, he had welcomed the rest and relaxation at this idyllic retreat. He would have to see about booking these accommodations again next year.

				A hungry growl rumbled through Clive’s midsection, and his thoughts turned to more immediate issues. It was time for his late-night snack.

				With a paddling stroke of his front legs, the yellow nodes of his nostrils rose from the water, prompting a pair of ducks to squawk out a warning.

				The alligator’s gray eyes rotated halfheartedly toward the skittish birds. They were hardly worth the effort, he thought, remembering the digestive complications he’d suffered after his last avian meal. And besides, he generally preferred fish to feathers.

				Clive flicked his tail, rotating his body in a reluctant pursuit of the ducks—but a rippling in the surface of the lake caused him to stop, mid-motion. A commotion near the beach had generated the telltale disturbance of a creature unaccustomed to maneuvering in the water.

				He focused his eardrums on the stilted splashing movements emanating from the reeds, his sense of hearing being far keener than his albino-diminished vision. After honing in on his target, he optimistically reversed course and began gliding in the direction of the noise.

				His jagged mouth cracked open with eager anticipation. The animal who had just entered the lake promised a far more substantial and easier-to-catch meal than that of the elusive ducks.

				Even better, Clive thought, squinting at the creature’s smooth silhouette—it appeared to be completely free of feathers.

				•••

				MONTGOMERY CARMICHAEL FLOUNDERED through the reeds in his wet suit and flippers, anxiously fiddling with his snorkel mask as he scanned the water for Clive’s waxy white skin. He stepped awkwardly into the lake, struggling to keep his balance as the water seeped up to his knees.

				“Nothing to worry about,” he hollered, an effort to assure the bystanders on the shore as well as himself. “This critter’s been all over San Francisco the last couple of days. He’s perfectly harmless.”

				Surely, the future mayor of San Francisco could handle a meek, domesticated alligator, Monty thought brashly. Heck, he could probably carry the beast back to the van using nothing but his bare hands.

				Monty turned toward the beach and flexed his muscles, a show of bravado for his doubting observers. Then, he returned his attention to the lake and whispered coaxingly.

				“Cllliii-iive. Over here, ally-gator, ally-gator.”

				A pair of ducks squawked to his left, drowning out the concerned voice of the woman standing next to the cat-occupied bench.

				“Just like a puppy dog,” Monty muttered under his breath as he adjusted the snorkel and prepared to dive below the surface.

				Awash in bolstered confidence, he failed to notice the neon glow stalking him in the reeds.

				A single sound broke through the night, its sharp staccato ricocheting across the lake to the craning spectators at the water’s edge.

				Chomp.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				THE LAMP

				A few days earlier...

				IN A QUIET corner of San Francisco, on a secluded street in Jackson Square, the building that housed the Green Vase antiques shop shifted ever so slightly on its foundation, sending a low, creaking groan into the unusually warm, humid night.

				The framing, brick, and mortar had been bound together since the mid-1800s, so a little architectural easing could be forgiven—after a hundred and fifty years, even a building feels the need to stretch its limbs.

				The three-story structure rested on ground that had originally been covered by an inlet surge of the Pacific Ocean. The dirt beneath its basement had once looked up through fifteen feet of water to the undersides of small boats that ferried Gold Rush immigrants from ships moored in the bay to the rapidly growing city on the shore.

				As California passed from Mexican to American rule and the settlement of Yerba Buena morphed into San Francisco, bucket loads of sand from nearby dunes were dumped along the marshy banks, raising this strategic location up out of the sea. The expanding shoreline immediately filled with new construction, creating the rough-and-tumble neighborhood that would become the Barbary Coast.

				The Green Vase had a front-row seat to this historic transformation. Throughout the tumultuous Gold Rush years, a colorful parade of reckless, gold-crazed explorers passed by its iron columns and redbrick facing. The first-floor windows reflected an ever-changing collage of rich and poor, those about to discover their fortune and those on the verge of losing it. Characters of every stripe and color ventured into its saloon, swilled drinks at its bar, and swapped tall tales at its dining tables.

				All of these many visitors left their imprint on the building. Shadowed footsteps seeped into the floor’s deep hardwood grains; reflected images transferred into the metallic sheen of the bar’s brass furnishings. Countless spirits soaked into the brickwork—quietly waiting for the day when their stories might be rediscovered.

				Through the decades, San Francisco endured fires, earthquakes, and social upheaval. Forty-Niners gave way to flower power. Railroad magnates and sugar barons were replaced by search-engine entrepreneurs and dot-com millionaires.

				The redbrick building on Jackson Street saw its own sequence of change. Over time, the saloon became an all-purpose mercantile, followed by a fine tailor and, later, a tobacco shop. Meanwhile, the Barbary Coast matured into the quiet, respectable neighborhood of Jackson Square.

				Much of the area’s history was gradually forgotten, subsumed by the layers of modern-day infrastructure, fragmented by the inevitable decay of archival records, buried beneath a landfill of lost memories—lost, that is, until a man named Oscar moved into the apartment above the Green Vase, opened a dusty antiques shop on the floor below, and began coaxing out the building’s hidden secrets...

				•••

				LONG PAST MIDNIGHT on the first Sunday of November, Isabella the cat lay near the foot of a twin-sized bed on the top level of the living quarters above the Green Vase antiques shop. Her furry chin rested on her front paws; her slender body curled protectively against that of her sleeping person.

				The cat’s sharp blue eyes kept a careful watch over the woman dozing fitfully beneath the sheets.

				It had been more than a year since Oscar’s niece had inherited the Green Vase from her mysterious Uncle Oscar. The Jackson Square apartment built into the two floors on top of the store was now a permanent home to Isabella, her brother Rupert, and their human owner.

				The once demure accountant and her two feline companions had explored many of the historic building’s nooks and crannies, along with a sizable portion of the relics and antiques Oscar had left behind—but theirs was an ongoing investigative process.

				That night, like many that had gone before, Isabella’s person had fallen asleep while reading one of the many reference books she’d culled from the numerous boxes and crates stacked in the basement. The woman’s bifocal eyeglasses were perched off-kilter on the tip of her nose; the threadbare book was spread open on her chest.

				Isabella shifted her gaze toward the window and the Jackson Square neighborhood that slept beyond its blinds. The upper pane of glass had been cracked open, an invitation to whatever light breeze might be circulating in the warm night air.

				The cat lifted her head, listening to the building’s low, creaking groan. Her tail slowly tapped the surface of the bed, its orange tip moving like a thoughtful finger.

				Her feline intuition had begun to tingle with the suspicion that their next adventure was about to begin.

				•••

				IN THE DARKENED living room one floor below, near the front window overlooking the street, a small decorative lamp rested on a short end table. The base and stem of the fixture were made up of burnished brass; the curved metal edges bore the speckled tarnish of dust and time.

				The lamp’s design had been conceived in the early 1900s, at a time when a still young San Francisco was struggling to convince the rest of the world that it could grow beyond its brash Gold Rush beginnings. The earthquake-prone upstart was determined to show its detractors that it could provide the best in five-star entertainment and accommodations.

				The fixture captured a critical moment in the city’s development. The lamp’s ceramic globe depicted one of the many efforts to transform San Francisco into a cultural cosmopolitan center.

				•••

				THE LAMP’S ELECTRICAL circuit hadn’t been switched on in well over a year, leaving its ceramic globe darkened and unlit. Without the glow of the interior light, the images depicted on the globe’s outer surface were almost indistinguishable, and the murky gray shadows embedded in the glass had gone unnoticed by the current owner of the Green Vase antiques shop.

				The lamp had rested, unused, on its end table, ever since the cat and human trio had moved into the apartment above the showroom. Oscar’s niece had assumed that the bulb was burnt out, or, more likely, that the lamp’s internal wiring had rusted beyond repair.

				She was wrong.

				The lamp had been carefully maintained by the shop’s previous caretaker, and the bulb was only slightly loosened in its fittings. If tightened in the socket, the bulb would emit a bright light that shined through the globe’s translucent surface, illuminating the scene depicted across its wide circumference.

				Once lit, the front half of the globe displayed a large stone building in a peaceful, forested setting. Stately columns fronted the structure, which looked out over a landscaped courtyard that featured a series of sunken pools inhabited by a half-dozen frolicking sea lions. Human figures wandered through the courtyard, admiring the animals as they made their way toward the entrance.

				The scene painted on the globe’s opposite side provided an interior view of the columned building shown on its front.

				A brass balcony framed a wet, swampish enclosure that contained a large banyan tree, several rocks, and a tank of water. The balcony’s upper and lower railings were connected by a perpendicular row of seahorses, whose curved bodies had been flattened into slats.

				In the tank below lay the principal feature of the painting, an intriguing creature who basked on a rock protruding from the water.

				Resting peacefully on the rock, a gilded grin on his long, bumpy face, sprawled a pale, luminescent albino alligator.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				A CONSTANT CRAVING

				THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Rupert sat on the floor at the front of the Green Vase showroom, staring impatiently through the glass panes of the iron-framed door to the street outside.

				He shifted his weight from left to right, all the while craning his head, trying to see as far as he could up Jackson Street to the corner that led toward North Beach.

				His person had been gone for several hours, and her return was long overdue.

				Where is she? Rupert demanded internally as he raised himself up on his back haunches and propped his front feet against the lower panes of glass.

				He’d been planted to this spot for the last thirty minutes, eagerly waiting for the moment when his person would appear around that corner. He was starting to wonder if she would ever get back.

				This was her longest jog ever.

				•••

				RUPERT BLAMED THE weather.

				The last few days had been abnormally hot for the northern end of San Francisco’s typically temperate peninsula. Thermometer readings had risen into the mid-nineties, unfamiliar measurements for the residents of these wind-buffeted hills.

				Indian summer, Rupert had heard his person call it. He was familiar with the phenomenon, if not the actual terminology. The annual burst of subtropical warmth that swept over San Francisco before the start of the winter’s rainy season was the subject of great anticipation—for most of its citizens.

				Sometimes the heat wave came in late October; in other seasons, not until early November. Some years it never arrived at all. But when it did hit, San Francisco’s fog-beleaguered populace would fill the streets from dawn until long after dusk, their pasty bodies soaking up the sun, a hedonistic last hurrah before the damp down-to-business drudgery of December.

				Rupert sighed with frustration. He pressed his face against the door; his blue eyes searched for the first sweaty blur of his person’s running clothes.

				He didn’t join with the majority on the joys of Indian summer. As far as he was concerned, the sooner it started raining, the better—his person didn’t dally around on cold, wet, windy jogs.

				•••

				THE SCROLLING WROUGHT iron frame of the Green Vase’s front door rocked in its hinges as Rupert pressed his chunky body against the lower panes of glass. A four-by-eight placard hanging from the tulip-embossed doorknob fluttered with each furry head-bump, but the side reading “CLOSED” remained facing toward the street.

				It had been turned that direction for several months now, ever since late May, when the occupants of the apartment above the showroom had concluded their search for California’s original Bear Flag.

				Behind the Jackson Square antiques shop’s redbrick facing and green-painted iron columns, there had been a subtle transformation, a slight shift in focus. For the woman who had inherited the Green Vase from her Uncle Oscar the previous year, something had changed.

				Gone were the days she’d spent sitting behind the cashier counter, fretting about the store’s financial prospects as she waited for antiques shoppers to wander inside, all the while speculating on what had really happened to her secretive uncle—whether he had passed into the irretrievable afterlife or merely transitioned to a murky, half-hidden existence under a new name and disguise.

				The questions surrounding his death had finally been resolved, in her mind at least. That knowledge had given her a purpose, a sense of belief in her new profession.

				•••

				THE NIECE’S TIME was now occupied with the many artifact-filled boxes and crates that her enigmatic uncle had left behind. Pile after pile of dusty papers, photos, newspaper clippings, and assorted memorabilia passed beneath her gaze as she rummaged through the contents, intent on creating an extensive catalogue of the inventory.

				She’d been through portions of the collection before, but this time she had a road map, of sorts. She still struggled to identify the hidden significance behind many of the items, but now she had a much better idea of how to process the information.

				Despite the unlikely sequence of events that had led the once shy, timid accountant to take over her uncle’s business, she had put aside her doubts and embraced her new role—not as an antiques dealer, but as an investigator of history, a sleuth of bygone riches... a treasure hunter.

				•••

				UNBEKNOWNST TO THE woman sifting through the Green Vase’s historic trinkets, her next search would lead to something far more treacherous than hidden treasure. Despite the sunny, carefree sky hanging over Jackson Square, brooding black clouds were gathering just beyond the horizon.

				A death—this one of unquestionable authenticity—loomed at the end of this trail of clues.

				•••

				BUT, FOR NOW, the day’s warm afternoon light playfully beamed into the Green Vase showroom, where the pudgy white cat plastered his body against the front door, urgently awaiting the jogger’s return.

				•••

				ALL OF THE recent archiving activity going on inside the Green Vase was of little interest to Rupert. He usually nodded off while watching his person pore over the heaps of Oscar’s hoarded clutter, and he fell asleep completely whenever she began talking about the latest trinket whose secret meaning she’d decoded.

				He was concerned with more important issues: his thoughts typically teetered between reminiscence over his last meal and anticipation for his next. He had adored Uncle Oscar—but that affection had had nothing to do with the man’s vast knowledge of San Francisco history.

				It was Oscar’s culinary prowess that had captured Rupert’s loyalty and devotion.

				Rupert still fondly recalled the Saturday-night dinners Oscar had hosted in the apartment above the Green Vase. The menu had almost always been the same: fried chicken paired with coleslaw, lumpy mashed potatoes, green beans, and gravy. Rupert had spent many a decadent evening stuffing himself silly in the small upstairs kitchen where Oscar served his meals.

				Rupert licked his lips, remembering the heavenly aroma that would rise from the massive iron skillet as the chicken’s battered coating began to crisp. And the meat, he thought, swooning from the memory—those juicy morsels had been so tender.

				The recollection of past poultry dishes brought Rupert back to the source of his present frustration. His furry, round stomach let out a loud rumble of protest, and he once more shoved his face against the glass portion of the door.

				His feline brain focused on a single pressing thought.

				“Where is that woman?”

				•••

				A PEDESTRIAN ROUNDED the critical North Beach corner at the end of the block and turned onto Jackson Street. Rupert nearly flipped a somersault—before realizing that it wasn’t Oscar’s niece.

				His hopes weren’t completely dashed, however. The storklike man carrying a suit jacket slung over one shoulder, whistling as he strode briskly down the sidewalk, might just be able to assuage the cat’s surging hunger.

				Rupert’s gaze quickly scanned over the man’s curly brown hair and rolled-up shirtsleeves, past the frog-shaped cufflinks poking out his front pocket, to the paper bag he carried in his free hand.

				Holding his breath, Rupert carefully studied the greenand gold image printed on the side of the sack.

				Come here, come here, come here, Rupert mentally pleaded, throwing himself once more against the glass, stretching up his front paws beseechingly.

				But Montgomery Carmichael only waved to his furry friend as he stopped at the entrance to his art studio, fed a key into its lock, and stepped inside.

				A stream of feline curses flew thick and furious through the door and across the street as Monty took a seat at the small desk beside his easel, slid a takeout box from the sack, and popped open the lid.

				Rupert couldn’t bear to watch. The torture was more than he could endure. He was about to abandon his post altogether when the slow thump, thump of approaching tennis shoes sounded in the distance.

				With immense relief, he turned back toward the corner. This time there was no mistake; he immediately recognized his person’s colorful running shorts.

				She was now mere seconds away.

				•••

				AFTER UNCLE OSCAR passed away, Rupert had feared the recipe for his special fried-chicken concoction had been lost for good. He had spent several nights worrying about a future devoid of his favorite meal. In recent months, however, Rupert’s faith in fried chicken had been restored.

				Hurry up! Rupert begged, bouncing up and down like an overstuffed bunny rabbit, his eyes never leaving the paper bag gripped in the woman’s left hand. I can’t wait a second longer.

				Isabella sauntered to the front of the store, joining her brother as their person fumbled with a tulip-shaped key, trying to align the ridges so that it fit into the lock.

				Each day on her way home from her run, Oscar’s niece made a quick stop in the nearby North Beach neighborhood at a homestyle restaurant that had opened a few months earlier. There, she picked up two cat-sized portions of the restaurant’s popular entrée.

				The daily treat had become Rupert’s all-consuming fixation.

				In his expert opinion, it tasted exactly the same as the fried chicken Uncle Oscar used to make.
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