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Of course, it was all about me.

Sure, there was the Emperor, and the worlds of the Empire, and the Nipper War Treaty, and the peace of the galaxy all hanging in the balance, but it still came down to this cat, didn’t it? Well, how else would you want it to be? They don’t call me Champion of the Empire for nothing.

Well, maybe I’m not being entirely fair, since I’m not the only Champion of the Empire in this family. I looked across The Claw of Friendship’s executive cabin, to where my father-in-law Jock Planck–Admiral Jock Planck to you–lounged on the exquisitely upholstered silk couch and took advantage of a lull in the trip to catch a cat nap. Can’t say as I blamed him–at his age he needed the rest. We’d arrive at Baast in a couple of hours, and then he’d have to shake off his retirement and take command of our embassy.

It was hard to believe that the old battle-claw had been assigned the role of Ambassador–diplomacy had never been his strong suit. But when the Emperor commissions you with a task, it doesn’t usually occur to you to say no, and the Admiral was a stickler for protocol (notwithstanding the insubordination in the Nipper War that gained him his Champion of the Empire status; the same sort of initiative that got me the honor first. Funny how that works), so when Emperor Maxamillian recalled Ambassador Pompuis to Ramses and selected the Admiral as his replacement, what else was he to do? 

Kat returned to the cabin and saw the state her father was in, so she minced quietly across the carpet and studied him with me. With his spectacles sliding down his nose, and his whiskers barely quivering from his purring, he looked like a kindly old grandfather. Almost made me sorry that he was going to be leaving us.

“Look at him, the poor dear. I’m not sure he’s up to this,” she whispered.

“Just don’t let him hear you say that,” I said.

“Say what?” the Admiral asked, one eye popping open as he shook himself back into an upright position.

Don’t say it, I thought with my eyes, but I guess my eyes weren’t loud enough.

“We were just saying that it’s good that you’re getting some rest,” Kat said.

“At my age, huh?” the Admiral huffed. 

She was the one who said it, but of course she was his precious daughter, so his glare was focused on me. Like I said, I was almost sorry that he was leaving us.

I was saved from the opportunity to clear myself as Bertrand, the mouse who was our Master Chef, entered the cabin with a tray of poached salmon, which he proffered to his old commanding officer. 

Bertrand would be taking charge of the embassy’s kitchen, but I thought this a foolhardy posting. The Baastians aren’t as civilized as we are on Ramses; they may call themselves feline, but they haven’t yet given up warm-blooded prey, so despite how exceptional a cook the mouse was, they were less likely to see him as a Master Chef than as an appetizer. But Bertrand would not hear of someone else preparing food for the Admiral, especially in that den of assassins. 

“Ah, Bertrand! I am badly in need of your salmon,” the Admiral lamented as he speared a chunk from the plate. “I doubt there is anyone else who can get it soft enough for these old teeth of mine.”

“I’m sure Randall would have managed just fine,” I said witlessly; I didn’t want to lose Bertrand’s cooking, either.

My attempt to ignore the Admiral’s sideways attack failed on a number of points. Randall was a talented cat, and had been the Master Chef on our estate before outgoing Ambassador Pompuis had tempted him away to Baast, but he didn’t have half the skills that the mouse did. Not only was I wrong to even hint at comparing the two, the Admiral was particularly defensive of Bertrand, whom had served as his personal chef aboard Sabretooth, and was one of the unsung heroes of the Rotter War. Plus, the Admiral had brought the mouse into our home to replace Randall, whose loyalty he questioned for leaving our service.

“Why would any self-respecting Ramsean choose to live among the Baastards?” the Admiral asked.

“Sir, you can’t keep calling them that,” Jock Tom said.

Our oldest looked rather spiffy in his mint green diplomatic corps uniform–a chip off the old block if I so say so myself. He would be serving as attaché to his Grandfather, and was taking the posting very seriously. The Admiral gave him a look as if to say “who are you to tell me how to talk”, but it didn’t last more than a second. It was hard for the old cat to stay mad at his favorite daughter’s first-born–especially since Jock had been named after him.

“The cub is right–best not let your new friends hear you calling them that,” Captain Butcher said. He had a half-empty bottle of Crème d’Ambrosie under his arm, but having found his space legs, he didn’t stagger as much as he might have planet-side.

“I forgot that I brought you along for your diplomatic expertise. Thank you for reminding me,” the Admiral smiled.

I can still hear the gossips in the Imperial Court hissing about the Admiral’s choice of his former second in command as his chief of staff. Traditionally, this was the sort of position that would be given to a younger member of the aristocracy, a first posting in a series of entitlements. It was, of course, the Ambassador’s choice...

“But look at him! He spends so much time on the sauce, I don’t know if anyone has ever seen him sober. The humiliations our Emperor’s honor will suffer. And that ludicrous eyepatch!”

Well, maybe it wasn’t all jealousy–Captain Butcher didn’t cut a very dignified figure, although to hear him tell it, the eyepatch did serve as an attraction to certain of the ladies. Be that as it may, the intrigues of courtiers made it impossible for them to conceive of Butcher’s primary value: they had little experience of someone you could trust to have your back and a knife at the same time. The Admiral knew he could trust his second with his life, and already had many times beyond nine.

I envied Admiral Jock Planck that–he was the kind of cat who inspired loyalty from his crews; actually, everyone he came in contact with wanted to live up to his standards. Me–I’ve always been a solitary type. Oh, I have my mates and my pride, but other than that it is all pretty much just me. The closest thing I’ve had to a trusted confidant in the corps is General Machiavelli, and he’s been willing to throw me to the dogs when it suited him or the Empire. And even Mack put his neck on the line for the Admiral.

My reverie was interrupted by the steward’s voice over the intercom.

“Colonel Tom, you’re needed on the bridge.”

“Duty calls,” I said, thankful to get out of the glare of the Admiral’s disapproval.

Remind me: why was I going to miss having him around?

It wasn’t really much of a duty. After the Nipper War, I was given command of our forces in the Quartz sector–that really amounts to the stations guarding both of the transfer points–the Q-R point leading from here to Ramses, and the Q-B point which we were about to pass through to reach Baast. When we arrived on the bridge, Lamia was receding from view–the source of the nip that the Baastards tried to use to defeat us, as well as the scene of the heroics that awarded me my Champion of the Empire fame.

This being the only jump path between us and our perennial enemies, extra precautions were required to make the passage. The many treacheries of Baast made it foolhardy to just allow anyone to travel between the systems. A single Baastard would be all that was required to carry their next chemical or biological attack, and no treaty would stop them from trying. 

All the needed codes and protocols were already in The Claw of Friendship’s computer, so my presence was really a formality, just as it had been when we entered the Quartz sector from Ramses. 

“All seems to be in order,” said station chief Winslow on the viewscreen. “I just need–”

“This is Colonel Hercules Tom aboard The Claw of Friendship. You may let us pass,” I said on cue.

“Thank you, sir,” Winslow said.

An impressive figurehead am I.

*****
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WE WERE MET ON THE Baast side of the jump point by an escort of five Spitzes–what passed in the Baastian fleet as their top of the line fighters. Funny how, with all their biological and chemical capabilities, they still lagged behind us in electronics and pure warcraft. Of course, what would you expect of a race without a drop of honor in their blood. 

A fine diplomat I would have made.

“None of them have a drop of honor,” the Admiral said.

As I said.

“Now, now,” Butcher scolded. “Honesty is no longer the best policy.”

The three of us stood on The Claw’s bridge for the approach to Baast, and docked at the Ramsean orbital station that the Baastians tolerated as part of the Nipper War Treaty. Not that we expected the shifty Baastards to attempt another open invasion, but if they did we wanted as much warning as possible.

The Claw of Friendship wasn’t built for planetary descent, so our party disembarked and transferred to the diplomatic shuttle. Our Spitz escort led us to the surface in a spiral descent, taking us around The People’s City (their clumsy name for the capital–it was called Leonedia before their ‘Glorious Revolution’ fifty-five years ago.) We were being given an aerial tour in an attempt to impress; they did have quite a few spires, but grey, utilitarian steel and glass, broken up by the ever-present, story-high banner and vidscreen depictions of Supreme Leader Pang couldn’t help but come across as dismal against the bright marble artistry of Ramses–our classically derived architecture has a soul. I’d only seen the capital this close once before, but that was at night, on a stealth mission in the woods to the northwest. At the time, I was more focused on making a rendezvous with Marpha and saving my cub’s life, so I took advantage of the Baastard’s braggadocio to study the lay of the land.

Our embassy was at Kingsmane, a walled estate fifty kilometers southwest of the capital, isolated both by distance and the guard posts the Baastards had set around the perimeter. Their mission wasn’t to protect the embassy–we had a small contingent of Ramsean Marines for that. The estate had been built by one of the Leonedis, back when Baast still had such a thing as nobility–before the assassination upon coup upon rebellion upon coup that had transferred control between the various less-than-worthy factions that passed for society on Baast. The latest installment under Comrade Pang had touted itself as the end of all oppression, but after a few years Comrade Pang became Supreme Leader Pang, and the oppression resumed.

Our escort veered away as we landed on a pad edged with gardens at the estate’s northern edge. The Baastards had presented us with this estate for our diplomatic mission, couching it in oily, obsequious insistence of what an honor it was for us to be housed in the palace of their last hereditary ruler. I do know my history–this was where the mob had executed the last of the Leonedi fifty-five years ago. The estate served as a subtle threat of what fate the Baastards intended for all aristocracy–no matter which planets they called home.

Ambassador Pompuis waddled toward us, his arms outstretched to greet us as we disembarked.

“Ahh–what an honor to have two Champions of the Empire here. Well met, again Hercules! And Admiral! Or should I call you Your Excellency, now?” Pompuis gushed.

The Admiral had always been moderately tolerant of Pompuis–they had served together in the fleet, before Pompuis had turned his career toward politics; the Admiral coped with his pretentiousness with a barely concealed annoyance. It didn’t help that Pompuis had greeted me first, and I could tell his claws were barely retracted. 

Jock stepped into the breach, almost artfully.

“I believe for now it will be Admiral, until the commission officially transfers tomorrow evening,” he said.

“Hello, Jock,” said an attractive kitten, and Jock immediately looked slightly less professional.

“Vivian,” he smiled.

Vivian Pompuis–the Ambassador’s daughter–had accompanied her father to greet us, wearing the same mint green uniform of the diplomatic corps, although it had a more intriguing look on her than on my cub Josh (that’s a purely objective observation.) She’d been stationed on Baast to serve as her father’s attaché once she graduated from the Academy, and I knew full well that Jock had requested this posting to be with her before the chain of events that led to his grandfather becoming Ambassador. It was ironic that Jock had managed to arrive on Baast only days before Vivian would be leaving with her father for his new assignment on Ramses. Pompuis could be a somewhat permissive and lackadaisical master–it would be interesting to see if there would be any romantic developments allowed under the stern command of the Admiral.

Jock was obviously pleased to see Vivian, and he didn’t seem concerned about maintaining protocol. Vivian was subtler, but their interest in each other would have been obvious to anyone. 

“Mister Tom,” the Admiral said. “Please oversee the transfer of our luggage.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Jock said.

“Come–I’ll show you how things lie here,” Vivian said.

Jock followed her toward the mansion with a buoyancy to his step, as though he hadn’t quite come down from space yet. I hoped it wasn’t too noticeable.

“Ah, youth!” intoned Pompuis.

“Hmmm,” the Admiral grunted.

I might need to have a talk with my cub.

*****
[image: ]


POMPUIS LED THE ADMIRAL, Butcher and yours truly to his office. Butcher instructed the marine stationed outside not to admit anyone else, and then closed the door. Pompuis sat in the overly stuffed chair behind his desk, while the Admiral and I took our seats in front of him. Butcher sauntered to a window overlooking the grounds.

“Lovely weather you seem to be having,” he said as he looked outside.

“Yes, I do love spring here. I am so glad you get to see the grounds in such color–“ Pompuis said, before he was interrupted by Butcher jerking the curtains shut. 

“Oh, don’t do that,” Pompuis objected. “I love the feel of the sun in this room.”

“Sorry, Your Excellency, it’s too bright for me,” Butcher said.

He closed the curtains on the other window, and then pulled a scanner wand from his sleeve and began waving it about the room as he continued speaking casually.

“Must be this old space eye of mine–hasn’t been able to adjust to this Baastian sunlight yet.”

“That is unnecessary,” Pompuis said as Butcher continued about the room. “I can assure you–“

The Admiral silenced Pompuis with an upraised claw.

I should mention here that Butcher’s sweep of the room had caught me off guard, as well as much of what was to follow. It is somewhat embarrassing to say that I was not in the loop initially, although the situation was made clearer as it progressed. I am a quick study, and I was sure this was why they had trusted me to be on this mission without entrusting me with some of the particulars. Well, any of the particulars, really. It seemed that it would be helpful if the conversation was drawn away from what was happening at that moment.

“Am I correct that this estate has been here for well over five-hundred years?” I asked helpfully.

“Why, yes,” Pompuis said uneasily, then got the gist of things. “It was built in the time of Paleo IV–“

“All clear,” Butcher said, and then set a jammer on the desk.

The Admiral lowered his claw, which Pompuis took as a signal to resume the conversation he had been interrupted in.

“It is bitter irony that the entire line came to an end here–” Pompuis said.

“We don’t care about that, Pompuis. You have a leak,” the Admiral said.

“What–me?” Pompuis said

“Information has been filtering from this embassy to Baast intelligence, so yes–you,” Butcher said.

“Impossible! We have followed all the proper protocols,” Pompuis said.

“And yet our operatives have noticed that several pieces of data that were sent only to this embassy have been disseminated among the Baastards,” the Admiral said.

“Including the charade of your being promoted to Minister of Social Graces,” Butcher said.

“Charade? But I have so many ideas for that post,” Pompuis said. “An advanced society can never have enough politeness.”

The Admiral looked hard at Pompuis. I could tell that he wanted to swat the silly, puffed up fellow, but he kept his seat.

“Does this mean you will not be the new Ambassador after all?” Pompuis asked.

“Did you really believe that the Emperor would consider me good material for the Diplomatic Corps?” the Admiral asked.

“That would be almost as foolish as assigning me,” Butcher said.

“Unless they wished to return to war with the Baastards,” I said, trying to recover my relevance.

“True enough,” Pompuis said. 

“And once we have cleaned things up here, all of our lives can return to normal,” the Admiral said.

“This is very disappointing,” Pompuis sighed. “I was looking forward to returning to Ramses. You don’t realize what an uncivilized place Baast is.” 

“I think we all have an idea,” I said.

“Why was I not made aware of this sooner?” Pompuis simpered.

“Because you have a leak, my friend,” Butcher said.

*****
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“WHY WAS I not made aware of this sooner?” I asked.

The Admiral, Butcher and I had retreated to the Admiral’s room and left Pompuis to mull over his misfortune. Butcher had swept the room, so we could speak freely.

“The true nature of my assignment needed to be kept between as few people as possible, and since Kat had already insisted on attending my installation–and with her, you–there was no need to involve you until the proper time,” the Admiral said.

“And that would appear to be now,” Butcher winked.

“Besides, you seem to operate best when you don’t have a clue of what’s going on,” the Admiral said.

I knew he had meant that last as a dig–the Admiral had never been impressed with my flair for being at the right place at just the right time, and he considered my improvisational abilities little more than blind luck. But what he said was true–how else would I have managed to escape unaided from Lamia with the Morient vaccine? Or shown up aboard Sabretooth in time to destroy the Q-B portal and enable the Admiral to fight off the Baastards’ invasion fleet? He hadn’t bothered to let me in on that little operation at the time, either, and yet he wouldn’t have made it (nor gotten his own Champion of the Empire commendation) without yours truly.

And he had wanted me to be on this mission–otherwise I wouldn’t have been in Pompuis’ office with them to learn the truth as soon as we landed. I was growing on him.

“I hadn’t intended for you to know yet, but since Pompuis insisted on bringing you along...” the Admiral said.

Okay, so maybe my being in the office was more of my serendipity. But he had still wanted me on the mission.

“Well, now that you’re in the know, you can make yourself useful,” he said.

That’s right–I’m useful.

“Butcher is going to conduct a surreptitious sweep of the embassy,” The Admiral continued. “I want you to prowl the grounds and see what you can sniff out.”

“That’s all?” I asked.

“It seems to be what you’re best at,” the Admiral said. “And don’t speak a word of this to anyone.”

“I’ve been in the service long enough to know how to keep a secret. I won’t even tell Kat,” I said.

“No need–Katrina already knows,” the Admiral said.

*****
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“WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL me?” I asked Kat. 

Butcher shook his head as he left our room, closing the door behind him. Don’t get the wrong idea–I didn’t confront Kat about this immediately–my ego isn’t that fragile. I waited until Butcher’s scan gave us the all clear.

“Because I can keep a secret,” Kat said matter-of-factly. 

“And I can’t?”

“You tell enough people a secret and it isn’t a secret anymore,” she said. “When Daddy gave me the cover story that he was going to be our Ambassador to Baast, I was worried the Baastards would take advantage of his being here to wreak revenge on him for thwarting them in the Nipper War.”

“You know I had something to do with that, right?” I reminded her. “I’ve thwarted them more times than he has. If they were going to go after anyone...”

“I forgot that everything is about you,” she said.

“And so you told him you were concerned and he spilled it all to you?” I asked.

“No–if I told him I was worried it would have made him mad, and that would have been the end of it. Instead, I told I was proud of him and insisted on coming for the installation ceremony. And he said ‘Good–you can bring Hercules’, and explained the mission to me.”

“So he did want me along,” I said. 

I knew that was the real reason the Admiral had allowed Kat to come–as an excuse to get me on the mission. Either of my other mates would have been more useful to the Admiral as an excuse to bring me along. Marpha had been a spy, but she had been exposed here on Baast when we thwarted their Morient virus; they would have paid extra attention to her if she had come along. And Baathsheba could have blended in better, having been from Baast herself; but she still had family here–if she had made the trip she might not have been able to return with us to Ramses, and I really like things the way they are in my pride. Besides, this was Kat’s father we were talking about, and so she would have insisted on being the one regardless. You don’t argue with the Pride Prima–at least not about family.

“I still think the whole thing stinks of a Baastard plot,” she said.

“Don’t worry–your father will be safe,” I said as I put my arms around her and kneaded her back. “They have me to deal with, now.”

*****
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“NOT IN MY KITCHEN!” Bertrand declared.

“But Minister Tong is unable to digest such fare as you have listed. He is allergic to seafood,” Randall said.

I had wandered into the kitchen the next morning as I continued to scope out the estate. The cat’s height did not seem be giving him any advantage over the mouse. I pitied Randall; I knew how fruitless it was to argue with the little fireball. Three other feline cooks busied themselves at their tasks, trying with great difficulty not to eavesdrop on their betters. As with all embassy staff, they were imported from Ramses for security reasons.

“You should allow me to prepare the Minister’s meal personally–I have done this many times before, and he will be expecting it,” Randall continued.

“He can feast on my Eggplant Steak Bertrand. I assure you, his taste buds are not so superior that he will be able to tell the difference,” Bertrand said.

“But that is not how it is done here,” Randall said.

“Well, it should be. This is not a Baastard kitchen–this is the Ramses Embassy. I do not know what you have served on these special state occasions–and I am not sure I want to know,” Bertrand said.

“I am only trying to help you become acclimated,” Randall said.

“I do not need to be acclimated,” Bertrand said. “I think you need to leave.” 

“Suits me,” Randall said, and he stalked out of the room.

“That cat has more of Baast about him than I am comfortable with. I am glad he will be leaving with Ambassador Pompuis,” Bertrand said.

And glad, I’m sure, that he hadn’t tried to bring his family here. Too much for the adults–too hard to explain to the children.

The still smoldering mouse busied himself with the ledger for the night’s event. The three cooks exchanged glances, and then approached Bertrand cautiously from behind.

“Excuse us, Master Chef,” their leader said.

“What is it?” Bertrand said without turning.

“We just want you to know that we agree with you,” the cat said.

Bertrand looked like he still wanted to rebuke someone, but he kept to his task.

“As well you should,” he said. “Now, let’s get back to work.”

As I of course knew, Bertrand would have no trouble taking charge. 

*****
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I’VE NEVER REALLY BEEN comfortable at large, formal affairs–gods know, I’ve been involved in my share. Being a Champion of the Empire means that you are a desirable invitee for anyone who wishes to impress. Not that I wasn’t a good addition to any party before, but there is no denying that distinguishing myself in service of my home world, and being lauded on the vids by Emperor Maxamillian himself multiple times has increased the number of social opportunities presented to me. Kat sees these as an obligation of my position, so I tend to rely on her to decide which of those I–well, we–will attend. Truth be told, I’d rather be lounging away from it all with my pride on our estate.

Of course, we had to treat the Admiral’s installation as the real deal for appearances sake, even if it was only a cover, so I strapped myself into my dress blues. I stood at the mirror and attached the obligatory medals, then gave myself a once over. I was a dashing cat, wasn’t I?

And then I saw Kat over my shoulder in the mirror, in a strapless blue number that looked like an extension of my uniform–a much more curved and attractive extension. I walked over and put my paws around her.

“You look stunning, Mrs. Tom,” I said. 

“And I just may stun you when this is over, Mr. Tom,” she said.

Her face was as radiant as on the day we first married, when it was just her and me and life was so much simpler.

“I wouldn’t mind some stunning right now,” I said.

“Are you two ready to go down?” the Admiral asked from the doorway.

Of course, he had also been there on our wedding day, not exactly pleased then, either, and he still had a way of putting a damper on things.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

*****
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WHEN I EXPOSED BAAST’S culpability in the Morient plague, each planet had withdrawn all their diplomatic missions on their opponent’s world, except for a single embassy. With Baast’s embarrassing defeat in the short-lived Nipper War, we had closed the Baastards’ embassy on Ramses. As a result, when there was an event at our embassy, it was a rare opportunity for those who wanted to be noticed, and the Admiral’s installation ceremony had been inundated with requests for invitations from everyone who thought they were anyone in Baastian society. These had been whittled down, but even so, there was quite an extensive guest list. Butcher, the Admiral, Kat, and I had gone over the list and pared it down further to those of interest: a handful of military types and bureaucrats. And of course, the second highest ranking member of the Baastian government, Minister of State Tong.

Supreme Leader Pang would not be in attendance. Pang rarely if ever attended such events, and maintained himself as the emblem of purity and egalitarianism, isolated in his tower in the capital. He had not been seen out in public since the celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ some fifteen years ago, and seemed to prefer not being visible to the people in any way other than the ever present ‘Be Like Pang’ banners and propaganda vids; a thin and selfless reminder of what all Baastians should aspire toward. He did make an annual address to Baast in which he seemed to be–not all there, but of course, advanced age does that to us all eventually. Since this was when open hostilities began between Ramses and the Baastards, some felt it a malicious indicator of the Baastards’ Supreme Leader’s senility. Most believed that it didn’t matter who was in charge–it was just the Baastards’ uncivilized nature. 

A string quartet played sedately as we stood in the receiving line at the ballroom’s entrance: Ambassador Pompuis, the Admiral, Katrina and myself (when you’re a Champion of the Empire, it just follows that everyone wants to shake your paw.) Butcher mingled with the attendees as they arrived, being particularly solicitous of our specially-noted invitees. Vivian and Jock announced the arrivals, who would make their way down the line, the military officers in their gray uniforms did not seem much drabber than the brown-clad bureaucrats, or for that matter the civilian invitees–the nouveau riche and leaders of industry dressed in modestly muted colors, although I caught several envious eyes studying our more brilliant plumage. No one seemed pleased with being there, despite having requested it.

Minister Tong was a different matter entirely; he was not at all interested in presenting himself as an example of purity to the people. A massive Persian (why do those puffed up fur-balls always wind up as diplomats?), he interrupted the doorman while he was still in the middle of his introduction and handed him a thermal pack.

“See that this gets to the kitchen,” he said, and then waddled his way to the receiving line.  

“So good to see you again, Ambassador Pompuis! It is still Ambassador, is it not?” asked Tong, clasping Pompuis’ paw.

I had the impression that Tong was not particularly concerned about protocol and was just making polite and mindless conversation as he appraised the Admiral. 

“For the moment, Servant of the People Tong,” said Pompuis graciously.

“Oh, you don’t need to use that title with me–it is only for the peasants. You and I know the truth of these things, Pompuis,” Tong chuckled amiably.

Pompuis smiled politely and indicated the Admiral with a flourish.

“Allow me to introduce our soon to be Ambassador, Admiral Planck,” Pompuis said.

Tong and the Admiral faced each other, without a hint of the warmth that had been exchanged between Pompuis and the Servant of the People.

“Ahhh, the Hero of–so many things,” Tong said and nodded toward the Admiral.

“Minister,” the Admiral said curtly.

“And here we have–“ Pompuis began, trying to break the ice, but Tong was already ahead of the game, eying me.

“The Hero of–so much more,” Tong said.

It was said with a show of grace and congeniality that carried a chill behind it. I could see the Admiral bristle at Tong’s slight of him in favor of my reputation. As I have said often enough, it is all about me–at these things, at least. I do wish that the Admiral could just let it go. It wasn’t as though I had sought my celebrity, but if Tong had been willing to use me to get a dig in at the Admiral, I could use that in pursuit of our mission.

“Minister–” I began, meaning to establish a rapport with our main person of interest, but Tong’s eyes had already wandered on from me and were running up and down Kat in a way that was not entirely appropriate. As hard as it was to believe, his expansive person became even more puffed up, and his ridiculously fluffy tail came to full attention. What was he–a cat or a peacock?

“And who is this heavenly creature?” Tong asked.

“This is my mate, Katrina,” I said with all the charm at my disposal.

“Pity,” Tong said, and extended his paw to her.

I expected Kat to act appropriately as my mate, and she did act appropriately, but as a diplomat. She placed her paw in his.

“Meeting you is the highlight of an otherwise dull season,” Tong said, with far too much warmth.

“You are too kind, Minister,” Kat said, putting on a good show of being pleased. At least I thought it was a show.

“Nonsense! A queen such as yourself should be raised on a pedestal,” Tong said.

“And she is,” I said coolly.

“She is your mate, but I know you have two others at home. Might I borrow her?” Tong said. 

I felt myself getting hot under the collar of my infernal dress uniform, and he must have noticed, because he added, “For a dance. Someone needs to get this party started.”

I would have nodded my assent, but Tong led Kat off to the middle of the dance floor before I had the opportunity.

“Maestro! A waltz, please,” Tong shouted.

The quartet obliged, and many of the guests followed Tong’s lead and joined them as the music picked up. There was no longer a need to maintain the receiving line, but I stood in place and watched as Tong masterfully navigated the floor with Kat. I had to give the big, puffed-up fur-ball credit–he was very light on his feet.

“It would appear that Katrina has snared the catch of the day,” the Admiral said. 

“I think it would be better if I handled the Minister,” I said.

“No, she already has him on the hook. She was right about that blue dress,” the Admiral said.

“What does that mean?” I asked, as though I hadn’t just realized that the dress was chosen for Tong.

“Only that everything is going according to plan. Except that you and I are leaving all the work to Katrina and Butcher. Let’s pick ourselves a couple of targets and get to it,” he said.

I went off dutifully to spend the next hour winding my way through the crowd, engaging in witty banter with various, painfully uninteresting persons of interest, all the while watching Kat, paw in paw, or arm in arm with the big, hairy... with the Servant of the People. None of the individuals that I conversed with betrayed any signs that they had some inside knowledge of our leak–no anxiousness or impatience as though they might need to put an end to our encounter so they could rendezvous with their agent. 

“Hercules Tom, I have wanted to meet you for so very long,” a raspily seductive voice purred in my ear. 

I turned to discover myself whisker to whisker with Dr. Inga Quin.

Dr. Quin was head of Baast’s Military Science division, and was believed to have been directly involved in both the creation of the Morient virus and the weaponization of Nipper. That gave me a couple of reasons to be uncomfortable with how close she was right now. Rather than wearing the sexless black uniform and jackboots I usually saw her pictured in, the doctor was barely wearing an uncharacteristically revealing black leather number that almost made her seem... female.

“Dr. Quin, out among the civilized, are we?” I asked.

I caught sight of Kat glancing in my direction as Tong whispered something else clever to her.

“Oh, we can both be civilized on such an occasion, can we not?” she said, in what I could have been interpreted as coquettishness if I weren’t dealing with a mass murderer.

Kat looked to be distracted by Quin’s nearness to me–this might be worth a little playing along, as unappealing as it should have been to me, I would soldier on.

“Well, since it is such a special evening,” I said.

“Have you tried these superb little sardine rolls,” she asked.

“I–“ was all I got out of my mouth before the roll was in it, along with her finger.

“Ouch!” I said around the sardine and one of her claws.

“Oh
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