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We flew in under the radar near midnight. Not that they could have detected us, cloaked as we were. Shadow’s landing pad was on a small rise inside my estate, far enough from the main house that no one should have heard us set down, unless there was someone wandering around the grounds. I hadn’t thought that likely when I first decided to contact my pride, but when we flew over earlier in the evening there were a half-dozen black vans from the Imperial Investigations Agency. One of them was still there now, and I doubted they'd been invited for a sleepover.

If I’d been behaving rationally, I would have stayed clear of the estate for at least a few days, but this is my pride we’re talking about. One day was too long for them to believe I had perished on the Squaller, let alone that I’d been guilty of what the news feeds were blasting all over Ramses. And I was worried what sort of difficulties being associated with the traitor who had killed the Emperor might be causing them.

I asked Prince Octavio to wait on the pad in Shadow – it wouldn’t be wise to risk his exposure while I checked on my family. I was the only one with a stealth suit, and until we formulated a plan to deal with Isabella and her allies – especially the drooling Lord Phylo and his Canine Armada – it was best if the universe at large thought us both dead.

I stalked down the garden path toward the back of the house, where light spilled onto the patio from the kitchen. I could see our master-chef Bertrand bustling about, polishing the already sparkling steel counters. The mouse froze, and then turned toward a corner I couldn’t see – he seemed to be talking with someone. I crept to the window for a better look, and saw a cat in a long black coat sitting on a stool, holding a notepad.

I don’t know why the I.I.A. chose to operate as such a stereotype. The long, black trench coats with the matching black fedoras, jotting notes by hand in their little black books, instead of using digital medium. I thought it might have been designed to put suspects off guard by making it hard to take the agents as a real threat. I hoped that Bertrand understood his peril: with the power of the Ramses Empire behind them, it was dangerous not to take them seriously. I put my ear to the glass.

“I find it unlikely that there were no signs of Colonel Tom’s imminent betrayal,” the agent said.

“And I find it unlikely that the Colonel would do what he’s been accused of. There was never any hint that the Colonel would ever do anything like that. He was loyal to Emperor Maxamillian, and a Champion of the Empire, Mister Barnes,” Bertrand said.

“That would be Chief Inspector Barnes to you,” Barnes said. “One might question why a former Champion of the Empire, who could have had the cream of Ramses’ culinary masters, chose to have a rodent.”

Yes, that was something I had already heard over the feeds; my Champion of the Empire standing had been rescinded. Perfectly understandable, if you believed that I and the Prince had joined with the Lost Baastards to murder the Emperor. Empress Isabella knew the truth though; she had been the one who had conspired with both the Baastards and the Canines. I would regain my status once the truth was known.

“I am the cream of Ramses' culinary masters. And I am not a rodent, Chief Inspector,” Bertrand said. “I am a mouse!”

“A difference that makes no difference; just a thinly veiled attempt to obscure your connection to your cousins,” Barnes said.

“The rotters are no kin of mine, Chief Inspector. I’ll have you know I fought them in the Rotter War aboard Sabertooth,” Bertrand said.

The mouse was justifiably proud of the medal he had earned serving under the Admiral. Barnes appeared to be another fool traditionalist who would be happy to return the days when mice were treated with far less dignity, if not outright savagery. This jackboot obviously didn’t know who he was dealing with.

“You think I don’t know who I’m dealing with?” Barnes said, scribbling in his notebook. “Being in a place where heroism occurred doesn’t make you a hero.”

Bertrand had his paw on the handle of his favorite iron skillet, and his knuckles turned white as he tightened his grip. The agent really didn’t understand the peril he was in. I had seen what damage the mouse could inflict with that pan, but if Bertrand gave it to him, the repercussions were not something I wanted my chef to experience. I thought that I might need to intervene, and was working out how to do that without exposing both the Prince and myself when my involvement became unnecessary.

“And being in the employ of the Empire doesn’t make you the Law.”

Bertrand’s grip on the skillet eased as Admiral Jock Planck – The Admiral – walked into the kitchen. He was staring directly at Chief Inspector Barnes as he would have any insubordinate recruit aboard Sabertooth; it didn’t matter that the Admiral had been long retired, he had not lost that air of command that had intimidated many an otherwise confident cat. Even yours truly, especially back in the days when I first approached him about marrying his – our – beloved Katrina. Lately, I thought he might finally be taking a shine to me, with us being both Champions of the Empire and family, but Chief Inspector Barnes did not have that relationship to buttress him, and visibly tensed.

“I am almost finished here,” Barnes said, and after an awkward moment added, “Admiral.”

“I believe you are already finished, Inspector. You have put my family through enough for one day. It is time for you to take your leave,” the Admiral said.

Barnes made motions with his pen, as though completing his report. I could tell he was trying to get the nerve to stand up to the Admiral’s glare, but the bully was failing miserably. I knew the feeling well, and the faint of heart had little hope. After a few uncomfortable moments, he did stand up – to leave. 

“We will take this up again at another time. Be certain that you remain available,” he said, and with that parting shot he stalked out of the kitchen.

The Admiral waited a moment to make sure Barnes was gone, then motioned down the hall. Butcher – the Admiral’s retired, one-eyed second – entered the kitchen with a scanning wand and began walking the kitchen’s perimeter. He winked at Bertrand with his one good eye, and the mouse nodded.

“Well, I’m glad that’s over,” Butcher said a little loudly as he continued to work his way around the room.

“Yes, I couldn’t get anything done while Inspector Barnes peppered me with questions. Now I can finish cleaning up in here,” Bertrand said, rattling some pans for emphasis.

“Why don’t you call it a night? Your family would probably like to have you home, Lieutenant.”

When Bertrand had served under the Admiral he had been a noncom, as were all mice who served in the fleet.  He was raised to lieutenant through battlefield commission after the action on Sabertooth.

“Thank you, sir. I just have a couple of things to attend to first,” Bertrand said.

Kat – my prima – ambled into the kitchen. She glanced at Butcher as he worked around the room. She looked beautiful and haggard at the same time. Baathsheba and Marpha came in behind her. Baathsheba looked like she had been put through the ringer, too. Marpha didn’t look like she was doing too badly, but then she was younger and more resilient than my other two mates.

“No, Bertrand, you really should go home,” Kat said. She sounded hoarse, like she had been crying.

Of course she’d been crying. The love of her life had been killed as far as she knew. My mates must all be suffering. I felt – awful for them. Though I must confess, it is nice to be so loved.

“All clear,” Butcher said.

“What has that idiot Tom gotten us into?” Kat said, her voice ragged.

Yes, I could feel the love.

“I would kill him right now if he weren’t already dead,” Baathsheba said.

She was always so passionate.

“What did they leave us with?” Marpha asked, all business.

Marpha had been a spy before she joined my pride. It was natural that she could put a lid on her emotions. But I knew she was all torn up inside.

“The only bugs are in the dining room, the den and the foyer,” Butcher said.

“Good – if they seriously expected to find evidence of conspiracy here, they would have littered us with them. This was just to intimidate us,” the Admiral said.

“So, what do we do about it?” Baathsheba asked. She was holding it together admirably, but I knew she was in turmoil.

“We’ll leave those in place for now. If we were to remove them it would arouse suspicion, they might suspect us, and then the stalking would never end,” the Admiral said.

“So, for now, we will only speak freely in here," Kat said. 

She was practically croaking from the strain, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I opened the door from the patio and stepped inside.

“It’s alright – I’m here!” I said.

Everyone stared in my direction and, aside from Bertrand grabbing hold of his skillet, no one moved. Then I remembered that I was still cloaked, so I switched the suit out of stealth mode. 

Now that there was someone to gawk at, that’s what they all did at first. I have that effect on people. Then Baathsheba fainted. Butcher did an admirable job of keeping her from hitting the floor, but a number of steel and copper pots were knocked aside, bouncing around on the tiles. The resulting clatter covered the otherwise stunned silence until the last pot finished rolling.

Then the dam burst. 

“Now look what you've done!” Kat chided as she fanned Baathsheba.

“That must mean that Prince Octavio lives,” the Admiral said. He went past me to the door and scanned the darkness.

“I told you that video looked to be pure propaganda,” Butcher said.

Their relief was palpable, although no one seemed willing to admit that their concern had been for me. I know their game – each of them has criticized me for behaving as though everything is about me, and they put in a lot of effort to try to keep things from going to my head. They really care.

“I knew the Prince would never do any such thing,” Bertrand said.

“I would hope you’d think that I never would either,” I said.

“That goes without saying,” the Admiral said. “I’ve seen you do some pretty stupid things, but this would have been beyond even you.”

Sometimes I wonder if he still has some reservations about me.

“Where is Prince Octavio?” Butcher asked.

“He is –,” I began.

Further explanation became unnecessary as Octavio appeared in the doorway beside the Admiral.

“Mirabelle is in danger, Cousin! We must go to her. Now!”

Seeing the two of them side by side had an interesting effect. Their common traits were not only magnified, but they became so similar that it felt as though they might be mimicking each other. The Admiral straightened, partly in reaction to Octavio’s sudden appearance, partly from his inclination toward the required formality of addressing his Prince. Octavio shifted from his seeming panic to a mirror of the Admiral’s calm dignity. They stood eye to eye. My mates’ eyes ping-ponged between the two.

“I never realized before how very much alike -,” Marpha began.

“My Prince!” I yowled.

My uncharacteristic panic effectively drew everyone’s eyes away from the secret father-and-son pair and onto myself. I was keenly aware of the disapproving look the Admiral was giving me, but it couldn’t be helped. It would not be right or proper to let the train of thought I was sure Marpha was following take hold – I had given my word to Maxamillian to protect the secret of Octavio’s parentage. I moved to stand between the father and son to distract anyone whose thoughts might be chasing down the same warren as Marpha’s.

“I thought you were going to wait in Shadow,” I said.

“There is no time, Cousin. We may be too late already.”

Since Isabella was acting as regent while Furdinand grew into the Emperorship, Octavio reasoned she would seek to cement her power and control by removing anyone who might have a claim on the throne. As Octavio was assumed dead, and she knew Mirabelle was carrying his heir, she would want to eliminate that additional threat as quickly as possible. Isabella would not chance being supplanted as regent by Mirabelle, and the fact that Isabella hated Octavio's mate would add further savor to the deed.

Octavio was certain that Isabella had already ordered the hunt to begin, and judging from my personal experience with his deceitful mother, he was no doubt correct. Octavio’s efforts to hide Mirabelle from the threat he had already believed her under meant that her whereabouts were unknown. Hopefully, we had time to secure Mirabelle before Isabella and her allies found her.

“But her own grandchild? I find it hard to believe that even Isabella could be that heartless,” the Admiral said.

“You do not know Mother like you think you do,” Octavio said.

“Well, I believe -,” the Admiral began, but I saw Marpha studying the two of them again. They needed to achieve some separation before all my mates put two and two together.

“We need to go now, My Prince,” I said.

“Yes of course, Cousin.” 

There was really nothing to be worked out. The pride was left under the protection of the Admiral, with the understanding that - aside from the six in the kitchen - no one else was to know that the Prince and I had survived. I didn’t like leaving it that way for the rest of my cubs, but the risks to my pride and to the Empire were too high to gamble that one of them wouldn’t inadvertently reveal the truth.

The Admiral wanted to let General Machiavelli in, but as long as I’d known Mack he had extoled the virtue of trusting no one, and this wasn’t a good time to go against that policy. Besides, with the data I’d sent Mack before the attack on Ramses, he should have known Isabella’s story and the video were a fabrication. Best to let him work it out for himself.

Preparations would continue for my memorial service and funeral. I was going to regret missing it, but since I was now considered a murderer and a traitor, it would most likely be a rather disappointing affair, attended by a handful of true friends, who might very well be outnumbered by Chief Inspector Barnes and his clowder of sleuths. There would neither be the mobs of adoring fans and well-wishers, nor the hosts of mollies mourning around my coffin. I was glad that I hadn’t truly died under this cloud of suspicion – a Champion of the Empire such as I deserved better.

Octavio and I jaunted back to Shadow, and she leapt into Ramses’ night sky, her course set for the Ramses-Quartz transit point. It would have been helpful to have the slobberers independent jump capability, but without it our only path to Lamia would take us by the R-Q and Q-R stations. There was a risk we would be detected in transit, but we didn’t seem to have any other option.

The newsfeeds Shadow intercepted were not encouraging. It had been revealed that Octavio wasn’t trying to make it look like Baast was involved – the Prince was truly in league with the Baastards’ deceitful Supreme Leader Pang, who wanted to not only kill Emperor Maxamillian, but frame his political rival Minister Tong, who was now being referred to as the  “Hero and Friend of Ramses, unfairly characterized as a villain by the vile slanders perpetrated by the very same traitorous Hercules Tom who abetted the murder of our beloved Emperor.” 

This of course could not be further from the truth. Minister Tong had earned every accusation I had leveled against him. After the drugging of Pang in his silent coup, Tong had been responsible for every action that Baast had taken against Ramses. Once I had restored Pang to his rightful position, Tong had been imprisoned, and Supreme Leader Pang had sworn to uphold the peace. I had shaken the old cat’s paw myself.  

But in the light of the latest propaganda, there was a growing sentiment that Supreme Leader Pang should be punished for his treachery, and Minister Tong should replace him as Baast’s Supreme Leader. Isabella’s involvement needed to be revealed before things went too far in that direction.

Cloaked, we were as invisible as possible under normal circumstances, but passing through a transit point is different. Any ship passing through transit on its own power left a trace that the station’s sensors could detect, and since said ship wouldn’t be seen, it would be known to be cloaked. Shadow and Octavio’s Pincer were the only two cloak-capable ships in the Ramses fleet, so unless the station considered that Canines might also have cloaking, detection would point to one of us. The last time I’d seen Octavio’s Pincer, the Lynx was
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