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Well, this was a not so fine kettle of fish.

It was bad enough that Dr. Quin made an almost perfect clone of me, so that everyone treated that Copy Cat’s actions as though they were my fault, but my AI stealth fighter Shadow had behaved as though the clone was me as well and aided his escape with Colonel Tulin.

Why my–why Colonel Tulin–had put me in such a bad light I couldn’t fathom. Her judgment was in question for choosing the clone over me, but I don’t think she would have flown off with him if she’d considered the consequences for Yours Truly.

Because of her escape with Copy Cat, Emperor Octavio had called his military advisors to the Calamity Room in the Ministry for this emergency meeting. Resplendent with his regal stature and platinum blond fur, the emperor sat at the head of the table, looking over Yours Truly, my father-in-law Admiral Planck, Octavio’s brother Furdinand, Vicomte Reginald Pelage, The Lynx, General Katz, General Patinson, and General Machiavelli. Supporting officers stood about the room’s perimeter. 

“Do we know exactly where the renegades have gone?” Octavio asked Reginald Pelage.

The Chief of Ramses Defense Sciences was a prodigy not far out of cubhood. He may have been the youngest member of the advisory team, but he was more than capable of holding his own against the more grizzled members, if not commanding their respect.

“We can’t be absolutely certain, Imperial Highness,” Reggie said, “but analysis of the K-particles left behind indicates that they were making for Canix.”

Canix was the home system of our current mortal enemies, the slobberers.

“So, they’ve gone to the dogs and taken our secrets with them, as I feared,” Chief Commander of the Army, His High Duke General Katz harrumphed. “I’ve said from the beginning that we should never have allowed any AI to become both self-aware and so unrestricted that they could betray us in such a manner.” 

Emperor Octavio studied Katz until the High Duke’s ears flattened and he added “Imperial Highness.”

Katz hadn’t been in Emperor Octavio’s good graces since the general had attempted to unseat Octavio over irregularities in his succession.

Octavio spoke steadily. “Our scientists determined that the only way the AI could be truly of value would be if it could be as unrestricted as possible.”

“Scientists!” Marine General Patinson grumbled. “Why do so many of our troubles come from that direction?”

“I wouldn’t say our military leadership has been without fault”, Reggie said.

“Not in this case,” Katz snarled. “A scientist created the clone. Another scientist refused our orders to destroy it.”

“And yet scientists also have driven off the Canines twice when you were unequal to the task.” Reggie stroked a paw across his chest. “You’re welcome.”

Katz glowered at him. “I will not be lectured by this young cub, Imperial Highness. None of the AI should have been allowed to evolve. They must all be neutered.”

“I’m not certain that Shadow realized that the Copy Cat wasn’t me,” I said.

“How can that be?” Katz asked. “That AI has known you as long as it has existed.”

Even my mates had a hard time distinguishing Copy Cat from me, but I wasn’t about to spread that kind of personal humiliation about. 

“The very things that give Shadow near feline awareness make her almost as imperfect as we are,” Reggie said. “She isn’t better at discerning a situation, just faster.”

“It shouldn’t be making its own decisions,” Katz grumbled. “And I still don’t understand how our Champion here let the clone and this Colonel Tulin steal the AI in the first place.”

Tulin’s kiss had stupefied me thanks to Dr. Quin’s conditioning. I’d lingered in the garden shed wondering why she’d chosen Copy Cat until Katrina found me. But no one here knew that.

“It may very well be that our Champion is still under the influence of Dr. Quin’s ministrations,” Katz continued.

Okay, so maybe someone here did know something about it.

I saw General Patinson nodding in agreement, He opened his mouth to speak, but shut it as Octavio raised a paw and addressed Katz. 

“It should be obvious to anyone who saw the videos from that night that our Champion believed that the clone was about to make another attempt on your Emperor’s life.” 

The Admiral eyed Katz as well. “Surely you aren’t saying he should have ignored that threat just to protect a piece of equipment?”

“Well, no, of course not,” Katz sputtered. “If that’s the way it really happened.”

“Regardless of how the situation developed,” General Machiavelli–Mack–said, “we need to decide what to do about it now. The clone carries all the imperial secrets and other memories that Dr. Quin stole from Colonel Tom’s mind. He can’t be allowed to pass that intelligence to the Canines.”

“You assume they’re collaborating with the slobberers, but Copy Cat has too much of me in him to go that route,” I said begrudgingly. “He was more likely just trying to escape from the people who wanted to liquidate him.”

The Lynx smirked. “Defending your own heroism, now, are you?”

“He still has too much of my nature to go that way.” It still grated to allow the clone that much acknowledgement. “And Tulin wouldn’t allow it, either.”

“You can’t make a clear assessment of her motives, considering.” Mack’s veiled reference to how Quin’s brain-washing had imprinted Tulin on my psyche was lost on no one. “And she is from Baast.”

Our feline rivals on Baast had only recently allied with us against the canine threat.

“This isn’t about what Quin did to me.” (Well, maybe a little, but I wasn’t about to cloud the issue by admitting it.) “Tulin is too loyal to Supreme Leader Pang, and endangered herself to thwart Dr. Quin, Minister Tong, and Lord Phylo.”

“Tulin’s loyalty to our on again, off again adversary does not reassure me,” Katz said. “The clone should be eliminated, just as Dr. Barnhardt was ordered to do, and the same for the AI. We can’t afford for either to fall into the slobberers’ paws.”

Reggie’s eyes widened, and his voice quavered as he asked, “You would destroy Shadow and Cubbie?”

He had a particular fondness for Shadow, possibly stemming from his hero worship of me, although he was geeky enough to simply be enamored of her technology.

Katz opened his mouth to respond, but Octavio held up his paw to forestall the inevitable cat fight.

“General, I will be the one to decide who and what will be destroyed.”

General Katz lowered his head. “Yes, Imperial Majesty.”

“Furdinand, General Machiavelli, Colonel Tom, and Reggie stay,” Octavio said, “and Ambrose, of course. The rest of you are dismissed.”

I eyed Ambrose as the others filed out of the room. So, The Lynx rated a first name while I was relegated to my rank, and we were to be set against each other to see which Champion could secure the Empire against this latest threat. Fine with me, Ambrose, bring it on.”

Octavio addressed the group once we were alone.

“Reggie, I want you to make certain that Cubbie is properly equipped with all our latest jump capabilities and tracking technology.”

Cubbie was the AI of Octavio’s personal stealth fighter.

Reggie nodded. “That should already be the case, Imperial Majesty, but I will check him over personally and make certain he has everything he needs.”

“Colonel Tom, is there some capability that Shadow has that Cubbie needs to be upgraded on?” Octavio asked.

“I don’t think you can upgrade experience, Imperial Majesty,” I said. “Shadow has a more thorough handle on how to use her capabilities by virtue of her operational practice.”

The Lynx frowned at me. “Based on my time with Cubb, I believe he has acquitted himself admirably in that department, Imperial Majesty. Cubb will not disappoint you.”

The Lynx had been sent on missions with Cubbie a couple of times before, and had established a rapport with him. He had begun addressing him as Cubb to reflect the AI’s growing maturity, but he was still Cubbie to me.

Furdinand looked concerned. ”Brother, you aren’t planning to go after them yourself?”

“No, of course not. That is why we have our Champion.”

I smiled. “It will be an honor to do my part, Imperial Majesty.”

“You have already done enough.” Octavio turned to The Lynx. “Ambrose, I want you to take Cubbie and track down Shadow and the clone.”

“Excuse me, but I know Shadow better than anyone here,” I said.

There was silence as Octavio gave me the same look as he’d given General Katz until I added, “Imperial Highness.” That did not soften his regard. It appeared I would need to redeem myself before Octavio would once again refer to me as “Cousin.”

Octavio turned to Mack. “General Machiavelli, I believe you have some matters to discuss with the Colonel.”

Mack bowed his head toward Octavio. “Yes, Imperial Majesty.” 

He gestured me to follow and we left the room. Mack’s tail whipped back and forth as we stalked down the corridor toward his office, and I could hear him grumbling.

“The fools would throw away their best weapons before a fight.”

We entered his office. Mack sat behind his desk and gestured me toward the chair in front of it.

“Are there any special codes that you have used to control Shadow?” he asked. “Something that isn’t in the records that could give us an edge in dealing with her?”

“No, I’ve always been able to rely on her loyalty to me.”

“You mean her programming.”

“No, I mean loyalty.”

“You sound like you side with our young Reggie about the value of the AI’s.”

“Of course I do–I’ve spent years with Shadow. She can be exasperating at times, but she’s never failed me–until she mistook Copy Cat for me, of course.”

“That’s quite a mistake.”

“Yes, but apparently a very common one among my biological acquaintances–just ask Liz.” I really didn’t like admitting how close a replica the clone was, but using Mack’s adjutant to illustrate this was less embarrassing. “Shadow knows that I am her chain of command. That is why it’s vital that I be the one who is sent after her.”

“You remain suspect. The fiddling Quin did with your mind is still affecting you, despite our scientists’ best attempts to remove her influence. The mission is too important to risk to whatever else she may have hidden in that thick skull of yours.”

“I’m sure there will be no further problems.”

“What can you tell me about Colonel Tulin that would be of help?”

My heart sped up–just a little, mind you. She was an attractive mollie, and my limited experiences with her...

Mack shook his head. “See? Even the mention of her name raises questions about your lack of self control. We’re lucky she has proven herself an opponent to Canine plots.”

“So, you don’t believe she’s a threat.”

“Did I say that?” Mack studied me. “I am restricting you to mandatory leave at your estate.”

Not again. I had been placed under house arrest after Copy Cat had tried to kill Octavio and Supreme Leader Pang on Baast. And that was despite the fact that I had saved both of them. 

“Not another exile, Mack, it’s humiliating.”

“Still the safest place to have you. I want you where I know where you are, and where you’re unlikely to draw the attention of the press or anyone else.”

Mack pointed to his door in dismissal. “Go home
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