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ISABELLA MAY HAVE BEEN back in her high-security cell, but it was hard to sympathize with her lack of freedom. She didn’t even seem to be aware of it.

“Don’t you act coy with me, Hercules. You know you enjoy these little tête-à-têtes as much as I do,” she purred.

“In your dreams,” I grumbled.

“Not mine. I have far more interesting things to dream of,” she purred.

Isabella was baiting me as usual. She lay back on the bed, her tail wandering across the sheets languorously, her tongue lolling across her fangs. She claimed to be classically trained, but classically trained in what precisely was what I was left wondering. She certainly knew all the poses.

“Madame, I think we’ve had quite enough conversation for today,” I huffed.

I rose from my chair, crossed to the door of her cell and circled a claw in the air toward the closed-circuit camera, to let the guard know I was ready to leave. I heard the buzz of the lock being released, but Isabella was beside me before I could open the gate. I had never known her to ever move that fast.

“Please, Hercules, don’t leave me like this,” she moaned. 

Isabella, former Empress of Ramses did not beg–to hear her do so gave me pause.

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. There seems little point in my remaining,” I said.

“Really, Hercules, if I knew anything about Phylo’s plans I would tell you. He didn’t trust me with anything–I think that disgusting Minister Tong poisoned him against me,” she said earnestly. “And that Dr. Quin was always jealous of me. She even drugged me to get me out of the way.”

“I know–it must be difficult to be so desirable,” I said in my most sarcastic tones, but she wasn’t taking the hint.

“Oh, you have no idea how desirable I can be,” she said, and started kneading the fur along my spine.

“I–” I began. 

I was going to say that I had no need to know anything of the sort, and that we could talk when she was ready to be more forthcoming, but her claws on my back sent a chill through me that had my shoulders hunching up to my ears before I could stop them. Even a Champion of the Empire such as myself can be overmatched by some–things.

I took the only course I could–I flung the cell gate open and dragged myself through. I thought Isabella might follow, but she looked down at the threshold of her cell and touched a paw to the pearl restraining collar around her pretty neck. Rather than shock herself into spasms by crossing the boundary, she stepped back and gifted me with a glower. When she turned her back and returned to her bed, I almost thought I heard a hurt little whimper. 

I’m not cruel, and it gave me no pleasure to see her desperate. But I also wasn’t going to waste too much energy feeling sorry for someone who’d tried to kill me at least four times. I closed the gate and headed up the stairs.

It had been over a week since Isabella had been returned to her cell from her brief escape to Canix, but despite my daily sessions with her there had been no new information forthcoming about Lord Phylo’s plans. We were no closer to knowing whether or when another invasion would come from the slobberers.

The guard opened the door to allow me reentry to the guardroom, then sealed it back before he removed his sound-dampening headset. This was most likely an unnecessary precaution. Isabella had no incentive to reveal that her son, Emperor Octavio, was not the late Emperor Maxamillian’s cub; the consequences to her for her treason would be too severe. That would hold her lascivious tongue for now. Of course, if she was ever tried and convicted for her part in Maxamillian’s murder, then all bets were off. Even a cat can only be sentenced to death so many times.

I left Isabella’s high-security guard station and passed the lower security cells as I made the trek through the Ministry to my office. There was no point in questioning Professor Malcolm any further, as it appeared that his role in Isabella’s latest jailbreak had not gained him any confidences from Lord Phylo. He had spent his time in Canix being questioned on the technological progress that Reggie Pelage’s team had been making for us, and had never been given any information on the slobberers’ plans. Reggie’s examination of the grizzled scientist had also established that they had not allowed him further looks at their own technology, so he could provide no assistance in our preparations.

Which made the Lynx’s commandeer of a fully-functioning saucer all the more consequential, and worthy of the honors that Emperor Octavio had bestowed on him. Of course, I very nearly achieved the same theft, but there were certain difficulties that prevented me from returning with a similar prize. At least I had Phylo’s personal shield belt to show for my efforts. 

I saw Reggie leaving the cell block as I turned the corner; he was likely returning from his daily visit with his father, Earl Pelage. The Earl could be as annoyingly pompous as anyone of the noble class, but I didn’t believe he was a real threat to the empire. Still, you can’t just allow cats–even those of the nobility–to break the empire’s enemies out of prison without consequences. I hoped for Reggie’s peace of mind that the example would not need to be set for too much longer.

Liz came out of the prison block right on Reggie’s heels. She had been part of Emperor Maxamillian’s personal guard, and would have died with him when the Lost Baastards had used the slobberers’ beam weapon to turn the old Imperial Palace to dust. Fortunately for her, she had been off on an errand at just the right time. She would have been high in Octavio’s guard, but she had resigned her post out of an unreasonable guilt, and was now an attaché to General Machiavelli in Intelligence.

I realized they were leaving the cells together when she gave Reggie’s arm a surreptitious squeeze before they parted ways, Liz heading up the stairs to the Intelligence section, while Reggie continued on to his lab. I thought that I must have been reading it wrong–Reggie was barely into his majority, and Liz, although far from retirement, could almost have cubs his age. Maternal instinct to provide comfort–that was probably all there was to it.

I considered paying a visit to Francesca in her cell, but Isabella’s ladies had also been kept in the dark about any of Phylo’s plans. At least that was what Nina said, and we had no reason to distrust her since she had dropped her loyalty to Isabella and come over to our side. Well, more importantly to the Lynx’s side, and he would not brook any suspicion of his mate. The Lynx was not the sort you got into a catfight with just for the fun of it.

I really don’t know what she saw in him–whatever it was, she had latched on before he had gained his own Champion of the Empire status. Sure, he was tall, and dark, and strong, and all those other tired old clichés, but he was definitely a no-nonsense cat, and Nina had always been a bit less than serious herself, a lovely but frivolous molly. Maybe opposites do attract.

I entered my office to find it occupied.

Jock Planck–my father-in-law, as well as Chief Admiral of the Ramses Imperial Fleet–paced by my window in his purple dress uniform. This was unusual. Not the uniform, mind you–we’re all decked out in our formals while on duty in the Ministry. Admiral Jock Planck was simply not one to pace. He was also not one to startle as easily as he did when I closed the door.

“What’s wrong, Pop?” I asked as I crossed the room.

He didn’t even react to me calling him ‘Pop,’ which would normally win me a glower on the rare occasions when I dared to address him in that way. Instead, he pointed at the newspaper on my desk.

“How did they find out?” he asked.

He was almost shaking, which would have been like any other cat quivering with their hair standing on end. I sat at my desk and examined the rag. It was a rag–The Curious Cat was one of the worst tabloids in the capital. On the cover were a couple of their typically outlandish headlines:

“NOT-SO-EXTINCT SABERTOOTH SUSPECTED IN CUTSPERTH MURDERS”

and

“PART CAT, PART FISH! THE TERROR OF TERONDA LAKE REAPPEARS! 

–AUTHORITIES STUNNED!”

“You haven’t been talking about the Cat-Fish to one of your lady friends, have you?” I jibed him. “In your sleep perhaps?”

“What? What on Ramses are you talking about?” the Admiral asked.

“It says here that a highly placed, unnamed source admitted that our military has been trying to cover-up their abominable experiment. At least your companion used discretion instead of including your name,” I said, grinning widely.

By now he had recovered some of his demeanor in order to deal with my flippancy, which is what I had intended. I am a crafty cat.

“Stop acting like a cub on nip!” he growled as he stalked over to me. He practically drove his claw through the paper and into my desk as he pointed to a small box in one of the bottom corners.

ABOUT THE CAT’S PA

Our beloved emperor left something behind–or did he?

Surely his love would never, or did she?

Would it be so hard for our Isabella

To carry on with another fella?

We know her penchant for the uniform,

So, where did those lime-green eyes come from?

Who else has fur that glistens

To make all around him listen?

“Don’t tell me you’re worried about a little bit of bad poetry–they don’t even mention any names,” I said.

“That’s one of the most disturbing things about it. When have you known the Cat to be hesitant about naming names, even with no evidence? Here they have a juicy story, but they use veiled hints instead of just coming out and saying ‘Emperor Octavio is a bastard!’” the Admiral said.

“But it’s The Curious Cat! They can’t even write a believable story about the weather,” I said.

“They think it’s already clear enough that they don’t have to come out and say it plainly. The uniform? The eyes? The glistening fur? Who else could it be?” he asked.

He did have a point there. They had no reason to withhold any claim they wished to make–it was how they had gained their notoriety. And yet they had held back from making a direct accusation. 

“It’s the kind of insinuation that will start some thinking and talking around the scratching pole, faster than if they had just come out and said it,” I said.

“Yes. Someone’s trying to start us yowling at the water bowl,” he said.

“You haven’t told anyone? Perhaps Butcher, on one of your drunken rows?” I asked

“I do not go on drunken rows!” he said angrily. “And no, I would never risk telling anyone–not even him. How do I put a stop to it?”

Imagine that–the Admiral asking for my help. This was too good an opportunity to pass up.

“You don’t stop it. If you become
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