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I FELT THE HARD, WHITE marble through my boots as I stood in the vestibule of the Emperor’s temporary quarters in the Hall of State. I was appropriately attired in my dress blues for my dressing-down. The new Imperial Palace would have been a more intimidating setting if it had been available, although it was to have the same plush carpet as the old palace; that would have been easier to stand on, but it would not be ready for a couple of weeks yet. Forgive me for not counting myself lucky. 

“There was a reason that Mother was not to be allowed to speak with anyone else,” Emperor Octavio growled.

He paced up and down the floor barefoot, his claws clicking on the stone; I wished he would calm down and retract them. He crossed repeatedly in front of me, his green robes billowing, his ears flattened, his tail slashing back and forth, his platinum blonde fur standing up in irritation. I stood at attention, eyes forward so that most of my view of him was out of the corner of my eye. I was not used to seeing Octavio so angry; he was usually a cool cat. True, it did not take much to get his dander up where his mother Isabella was concerned.

I strained my eyes to the left against their corners so I could see Admiral Jock Planck where he stood by the door, looking on impassively. My father-in-law’s purple dress uniform contrasted sharply with fur as white as Octavio’s (or I should say Octavio’s was as white as the Admiral’s), and he wore his famed, no-nonsense-puss like it was armor; there would be no support coming from that direction.  If the Admiral had any sympathy for my situation, he was not about to show it. On the other hand, I thought I saw some concern for Octavio in the old grizzly’s eyes. 

I knew how hard this had to be for the Admiral, caught between his Champion of the Empire son-in-law (that would be me) and the Emperor who didn’t know that the Admiral was his father. True, Octavio did know Emperor Maxamillian, may he lie in fields of ambrosia, was not his father; he did not have a clue of who his mother had dallied with, and it needed to be kept that way for the sake of the Empire. As far as he was concerned, the Admiral was just one of a limited number of cats entrusted with the secret.

Maxamillian himself had told his heir–in my presence–that it did not matter that Octavio was not his son by birthright–he was to succeed Maxamillian to the throne after his death; a death unanticipated, brought on when Isabella all but pulled the trigger.

“I cannot imagine what possessed you to grant access to those grey whiskers, cousin,” Octavio said, his lime-green eyes flashing. 

To be fair to myself, I had only asked that access to Isabella given to Reggie Pelage, so that he could interview her; with some luck, he might have drawn something helpful from her to aid us against the slobbering Lord Phylo and his Canine Armada’s eventual return. It was not my fault that Security had made such a botch of things. But Octavio knew this, and there was no use repeating that excuse, even if it was a completely valid one.

“Son, there is no use crying over spilt milk. We gain nothing with these recriminations,” the Admiral said.

Octavio’s shoulders nearly rose to his ears. He abruptly turned toward the doorway, stopped his pacing, and stared at the Admiral. We both did. 

Now, I know what I was thinking. I will admit feeling a minor twinge of jealousy at how naturally that “Son” had come out of the Admiral’s mouth; it had, after all, taken years for him to refer to me that way. But had the old grizzly gone daft, calling his undeclared, illegitimate son–Son? The Admiral had remained close to Octavio as one of the Emperor’s trusted advisors–and a Champion of the Empire in his own rights. But if Octavio ever learned of their true relationship, it would undoubtably result in an awkward situation between the two, and this would be certain to raise the suspicions of others.

Fortunately–or perhaps unfortunately–Octavio’s thoughts hadn’t quite gone in that direction, yet. He stalked over to the doorway and confronted the Admiral nose to nose. Standing that way, it would be difficult for anyone to miss the similarities between the two–the firm glare in those green eyes, the all but sparking white fur.

“Admiral, I realize that it is only the three of us here, but I am your Emperor. I will not have you addressing me as though I were one of your cubs,” Octavio fumed.

The Admiral backed down visibly. He bowed his head and looked away from Octavio, at the same time toward me, and I could tell by his expression that he knew how careless his words had been.

“I am sorry that things got so out from under my paw, Majesty,” I said, hoping to distract Octavio’s thoughts from continuing down the familial path.

“Forgive me for overstepping, Majesty, I meant nothing by it,” the Admiral said, mollified.

“I know, I know. I am certain that I am overreacting, even though this is the last thing the Empire needs right now,” Octavio said, and the glare he spared the Admiral landed squarely on me, instead.

“Again, my apologies, your Majesty,” I said.

“You will find a way to make it up to the Empire, I am certain,” Octavio said, in a voice that sounded more a command than a reassurance.

“Still, I should not have addressed you so, Majesty,” the Admiral said.

Why could the Admiral not allow the focus to stay on my transgression instead of his? It must have been his overly developed sense of propriety. There is such a thing as too much humility.

“You can cut the Majesty when it is just you and me, Admiral–let’s just not take the casualness too far,” Octavio said.

“Very wise, Cousin,” I said, but when Octavio raised an ear at me reproachfully, I added, “Majesty.”

I saw how it was. The Admiral didn’t have to use the honorific, but I did. Rather unfair, but I was sure that I would eventually win back into his good graces. I was a Champion of the Empire, after all.

“Now, what shall we do about Mother?” Octavio asked. “I cannot help feel that escape was not her only objective–nor Lord Phylo’s. They mean to rain trouble on us.”

“Reginald Pelage has been making excellent progress in developing defenses against the canine weapons,” the Admiral said.

“Yes, Majesty. He was able to make up much from what Shadow had recorded when she infiltrated their systems,” I said.

“A pity someone hadn’t thought of that sooner,” Octavio said.

Okay, so maybe I should have, but I wasn’t the only one to not connect Shadow’s hacking of the Lost Baastard’s slobberer-enhanced ships with the possibility that she had also gained the slobberers’ technical specifications. Who else but Reggie would have thought to look for those in my ship’s memory?

And besides, Shadow wouldn’t have been in position to record anything if I hadn’t been busy living up to my Champion of the Empire credentials and–as usual–saving Ramses in the process. Sometimes this cat doesn’t get the respect that he deserves.

“We need to know what their next move will be,” Octavio said.

“The Lynx should be able to deliver what he’s discovered soon,” the admiral said.

The last time I’d seen the Lynx, he had been pursuing Lord Phylo’s saucer as he spirited Isabella and company away from Lamia. As much as it grated on me to admit it, if anyone could infiltrate the enemy camp and discover their plans, my money was on him. 

“I do not wish to wait until the Lynx is ready to grace us with his findings. I am still not certain how much he can be trusted,” Octavio said.

It was heartening to know that I was not the only one on our team who wasn’t in the Emperor’s graces, but still–

“Majesty, I know that the Lynx has a dubious past, but he has saved at least two of your lives,” I said. 

I did not mention that he had also saved three of mine. Besides, one of those had been exposed due to the Lynx’s actions on Isabella’s behalf, so I’m not certain I should give him that much credit.

“Hercules is right about the Lynx, and he has sworn fealty to you,” the Admiral added.

“Yes, but I cannot help but feel that we needs must know their plans before it is too late,” Octavio said. “Hercules Tom, you are to head after him, find out what he knows, and bring it back here.”

Now, I had no concern about the possible dangers to myself of such a mission–I had risked my lives for Empire, Hearth, and Home as a matter of course–it is what a Champion of the Empire does, after all. But there were other considerations should my luck fail. I had been kept from such risks since Octavio had ascended the throne. If Isabella found a way to spread word of Octavio’s true parentage...

“Majesty, there is the matter of confirming the validity of your position,” I said.

“Admiral Planck will be able to swear to your testimony, if need be, although I doubt that it will be necessary,” Octavio said.

If Octavio had known the truth, he would have agreed that this was not an adequate protection. If something were to happen to me, how would it look–Octavio’s true sire swearing that, yes, Emperor Maxamillian had indeed told me that he wanted the Admiral’s bastard son to sit on the throne. It just might strain even Admiral Jock Planck’s credibility. 

Octavio could see my hesitation.

“What is it, now?” he asked irritably.

“Nothing, Majesty. I will leave immediately,” I lied.

It was a very small white lie, really. I would leave immediately–once I had acquired some insurance.
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I TOOK MY LEAVE AND hurried through the marble hallways, from the Imperial quarters to the Military wing of the Hall of State. I reached the office of General Machiavelli, Military Intelligence (one of the few cats in whom those two words did not become an oxymoron.) Mack and I had known each other for quite some time, and he was the only cat of any consequence who I felt that I could trust about this. I knocked.

“Come in,” came the grumbled reply.

Mack sat, intently studying the contents of a folder he had spread out on his desk. He had been looking greyer about the mouth and ears lately–perhaps the weight and intrigue of his position was finally getting to him. I wondered whether he could take the added burden, and hesitated.

He looked up at me.

“Well, Colonel, what have you done now?” he asked pointedly, without needing to add ‘aside from helping Empress Isabella escape.’

The public at large had seen the leaked security video that showed me leaving the Hall of State with the escaping former Empress. I had been drugged at the time; to my credit I had been much less obviously so than Chief Inspector Barnes, but my own apparent sobriety only made me seem more an accessory than a victim. Well, at least I wasn’t locked up like Reggie’s father, Earl Pelage, who had been more obviously involved in the prison-break. It wouldn’t have been possible without that communication
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