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			Part One: 
Bast

		

	
		
			Intro

			This is DJ Scratch, smoothest voice on the airwaves with the story so far. We’re rocking the city of Bast, a teeming sprawl of skyscrapers and moneymakers. It has all the things you’d expect from a bright-lit big city: a bustling service sector, heavy-duty docks, a big-mouthed mayor, and churches with more moolah than their gods could possibly need.

			But this ain’t no ordinary city. Oh no, my good listeners. Bast is exxtra special with an extra “X” for extra effect. This city is run by cats, and it has been since the dawn of understanding. In this burg, the food scurries across restaurant tables until the diners catch it. Newspapers aren’t black and white and read all over—they’re sniffed for their scented messages instead. That mayor’s big mouth is a lion’s hungry maw. The currency of choice is a fresh mouse or pigeon, and the life expectancy of the average citizen is thirteen years—times nine, of course.

			All good reasons for me to love the burg of my birth. Whoa! Hold up, though. Life ain’t all pretty in this big city. Voted most civilized place in the land for a decade constant, Bast lost out last year to a sister city up north. See, today’s the anniversary of the Longhair Riots, when this place almost fell to pieces. Not cool. Bast has seen better days, and though the pieces are getting picked up, there’s still a lot of unhappy cats out there.

			So here’s what I want you to do: Give me a call and let me know what you’d do if you were in charge, king of the beasts for a day. How would you heal a wounded city? And how would you keep a million cats full of urban attitude happy? The number is 555-COOL. You heard me right. 555-2665 to talk to Scratch with plans to hatch.

			Enough negative talk. Here’s a platter that matters to cheer you right up: Mimi Mimu singing her number one hit, “I Got My Fun on a String.” Enjoy.
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			The Milky Way

			In which the cats get the cream.

			Dawn approached. The dairy was silent, ready for the sun to rise and reveal it like an unwrapped gift. As amber twilight caught the building’s chrome corners, a group of small figures approached. They trotted up to the dairy gates, hundreds of fuzzy silhouettes gathering expectantly. There was time, still, for them to greet each other, but pleasantries were kept to a minimum.

			The gates rose high above them, fat metal panels on massive hinges. The visitors licked their lips as they dreamed of what lay within.

			Eva Rote was awakened by the sound of crying. She was used to this; it had become part of her routine since she’d reopened her dairy, and she barely emitted a sigh as she got off her cushion, washed, and mentally prepared herself for another day’s hard work.

			After a hasty breakfast of biscuits and gravy, Eva slunk from her home behind the dairy across a neatly swept, tiled courtyard. With a bat of her paw, she operated the lever that opened the iron gates, letting in a flood of mewing, preening male cats.

			The toms circled Eva, blinking their hellos at her, flashing their briskets, and sniffing the air. She pretended not to notice their attention.

			The sun was high enough to strike the yard by now. Some of the visitors closed their eyes, enjoying the early morning warmth. They didn’t stop for long—they had some serious begging to do—though Eva wouldn’t choose any of them.

			One of the cats rubbed himself against a delivery cart, full to the brim with packs of butter. “Paws off,” said Eva, moving toward the miscreant and setting off a ripple in her pool of followers. “You know there’s only a place for one of you today. Now, which is it to be?”

			The larger, stronger toms had already muscled close to Eva, pushing their weaker competition back toward the gates. But the dairy queen needed more than brawn. She looked the back cats in the eye, searching for an extra spark of intelligence and stamina.

			She found it in an unlikely candidate, a scrawny, old tabby with silver-gray fur, deep green eyes, and a wrinkled nose. She selected him with a nod and the other cats, respecting her decision, trickled out of the courtyard; they knew they’d get another chance the next day.

			“I hate to disappoint them,” Eva said, partly to the tabby, mostly to herself. “But they know how scarce work is at the moment. I give jobs to as many as I can, and if you work hard today, I might be able to find a place for you here when things pick up.”

			“I’ll do whatever I can,” said the tabby. “My name’s Julius. Julius Kyle.”

			“Eva Rote. Everyone around here calls me Lady Boss, you included. Follow me; there’s a lot to be done.” She turned, sticking her tail straight in the air, and Julius followed it close.

			The tail led him to a white building with a convex roof. Inside, Eva showed him the place of his dreams—a warehouse with vats of cream, churning tubs of butter, and hundreds of canisters of milk.

			“Where do I start?” Julius asked, eyes wide.

			“That trough in the corner.” Eva indicated a pair of young cats standing in a long aluminum tray full of cream. They were lifting their paws up and down, whisking the liquid with their claws.

			“I’ve got to get in there?” Julius frowned.

			“It’s better than waiting in line outside the gates. Besides, you get to lick your fur clean afterward.” That sold the idea to Julius. He padded over to the trough, blinked a greeting at the two whiskers, and wedged his way in between them. Yellow clumps formed as the butterfat particles stuck together. As the cream thickened, Julius began to tread harder, resisting the urge to purr.

			Satisfied that her newest recruit would behave himself, Eva returned to the courtyard, where she found another employee. This one wasn’t so industrious; he was curled up in a sun patch, taking a morning nap.

			“Brian! Have you even started your chores?” Eva spat, making her son jump.

			“I was taking a quick break,” Brian replied, sullen.

			“I know you and your naps. Clean the tubs out first.” Brian, a skinny runt with his fur in clumps, licked his nose and slowly walked into the warehouse, stretching his hind legs and looking forward to a siesta in the noonday sun.

			Julius helped his colleagues tilt the trough so that the cream oozed into a huge wooden barrel. The container was suspended from the ceiling with ropes, which, through a system of pulleys, left their ends dangling just above the treaders’ heads. As the cats jumped up to snatch at the ropes, the barrel shook from side to side. One cat stayed in reserve, ready to take over when the others grew tired.

			After a while, the yellow clumps thickened in a shoogling pool of white buttermilk. Julius removed the clumps and dowsed them in cold water, allowing them to harden into butter. He licked his lips as he eyed the leftover sweet buttermilk dripping into a separate wooden box. Brian watched the whole process, bored and unhelpful. He kept his ears cocked in case his mother was coming, but he knew she’d be busy with paperwork all morning.

			“Make sure you scrub those barrels clean,” Brian mewed. “All the tubs too.”

			“We could do it a lot quicker if you helped us out,” Julius scowled, introducing himself to the young scallywag.

			Brian arched his back. “You’re new here; you don’t know how things go. You’ve got one chance to listen and learn. I’ve been doing my job, supervising you all day. To make sure you freeloaders don’t snaffle up half the day’s profits. I oversee, and I delegate.”

			“We’ll see what Eva has to say.” Julius tried to push his way past Brian, but the young cat stopped him, claws popping from his forepaws. With a sigh of resignation, Julius mirrored the action. The other two cats sank onto their haunches, watching the show.

			Brian scratched at Julius, nicking the tabby’s chin. Julius parried the next swipe, baring his teeth in annoyance. He moved fast for an old tom, relying on muscle memory to defend himself.

			“You’re too slow; you got to go,” Brian chanted, his furry tummy jiggling with mirth. “You’re too slow; you got to go!” 

			Julius took him by surprise, pouncing on the exposed belly and knocking the runt against an open milk churn. Coated with milk, the cats rolled across the floor, scrabbling for a dominant position.

			The noise summoned Eva, who halted the squabble with one low growl.

			The scrappers didn’t look at each other. They washed themselves, enjoying the milk on their fur despite their predicament.

			“Get out of here,” Eva hissed. Julius didn’t budge. “I mean you. The new guy. You’ve had your chance.”

			“What about my pay?” Julius asked as he padded past her. “I worked hard today.”

			She placed a paw on his shoulder, wiped a drop from his shoulder, and flicked it in his eye. “You got your wages all over yourself. Get going.”
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			The Lioness in Winter

			In which a big cat takes a cruise to nowhere.

			“Where is my breakfast?” Bridget Canders’s voice could be heard clear across the cruise ship Leo, startling stewards and sending them scurrying about their business. Bridget had been known to sate her frustrated appetite by sinking her teeth into her attendants instead of her food. “I require sustenance, and I am not accustomed to waiting for it!”

			She was right there, and the proof was in her pudding of a tummy. No lithe lioness was she; middle age and an endless succession of power lunches had taken their toll on her figure. Unfortunately for the stewards, that meant she had a larger space to fill with grub. 

			“Here it is, madam, as you requested.” Pollet, Bridget’s unlucky server, hurriedly placed a tray in her cabin, which was decked out like the most fabulous throne room: all gold gilt, velvet cushions, and custom-carved wooden struts scarred from the big cat’s multiple scratchings. Keeping his paws well out of biting distance, Pollet left the tray to be scrutinized by his employer and backed off without waiting for a tip.

			“Indolent wretch!” Bridget roared after him through a mouthful of meaty gristle. “What is this garbage?”

			Pollet poked his head back into the cabin. “From the ship’s stores, madam.” After months at sea, Bridget had eaten a major portion of the food in the galley, but the steward didn’t dare to tell her that.

			Bridget spat the meat at the little cat, her tongue jutting between her teeth. “Bring me a gazelle this instant.” While other members of her species would have preferred to personally procure their eats, she took pleasure from getting other, lesser creatures like Pollet to pander to her. It was one of the few things that made her feel good—that and a biannual cruise along the coast. “And none of that salty rubbish you served me yesterday.”

			Pollet went to collect the tray, head hunched down in obeisance, mumbling apologies as he moved. “I’ll have it replaced immediately, ma’am,” he said, trying to take the dish from Bridget. As a strong liver smell filled his nostrils, making his stomach churn, he found that she wouldn’t let go of it, clutching it tight in her heavy paws.

			“Leave this with me.” She continued eating. “Bring me that gazelle. Less salty this time, mind.”

			Pollet let go of the tray, his battle lost. “Very well, ma’am.” Better that the meat got chewed on than him. Making his apologies, he left the cabin for a second time, leaving Bridget to devour her food. As usual, her greed had outweighed her fussiness.

			Bridget didn’t blame herself for mistreating her servants; in fact, the thought never crossed her mind. As the ex-mayor of Bast and a big cat out of her favorite urban environment, she was entitled to grouse and boss them about. There was little else to do on the liner apart from eat, nap, and shred the upholstery.

			Once the tray was licked clean, she dropped it and let out a low, well-practiced belch. She had left Bast to avoid the riot and various political complications that had made her life difficult. It had pained her to leave her son Otto in charge of the city, but he was almost as stubborn as she was. If her plans went smoothly, Otto would wear himself out picking up the pieces after the riot and rebuilding Bast. Once the citizens had lost faith in him, she’d make a triumphant return and become mayor again. Blood ties meant nothing to Bridget when such power was within her grasp, and Otto was getting too cocky for his own good.

			He’d accompanied her on cruises long ago, when he was her favorite heir. She’d taught him not to pick his teeth with his razor-sharp claws while the ship was in rough seas; she’d taught him that the best way to stay trim while on a long voyage was to chase the stewards around the deck. Above everything, she’d taught him to stand up for himself, take charge, and act like the liege she’d always wanted to be. 

			Bridget had done her job too well. Now Otto refused to listen to her advice, stubbornly opposing her plans and blocking her power plays. For her, he was the perfect son and a royal pain in the mane.

			Drowsy, she closed her eyes and scratched her belly lazily. Things would be different when her ship came in. Even if it took every ounce of her influence, she’d shift the balance of control back in her favor. She’d be mayoress again, and Bast would regain the calm it had once taken for granted—the calm of her what-I-say-goes rule.

			The ocean slicked against the hull of the ship, distant, reassuring. It had always been there, since cats could count and probably before that too. Like the ocean, Bridget was a stalwart force. She would survive and sweep away anything—or any son—that got in her way.
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			In the Doghouse

			In which Moira Marti wears the pants.

			Julius didn’t even know if he was doing the right thing. For a long time, he’d tried to keep his head down, not causing any trouble, venturing out of the house only to look for a new job. He was no hero; he was a bona fide fraidy cat.

			There were too many uncertainties out there, crimes waiting to be committed, accidents waiting to happen. At home in his own environment, Julius felt safe. His career as a reporter had proved to him how spiteful cats could be, how merciless the Fates were, and how fragile he was in the big, bad city. Any attempts to stick his neck out and make life better had only made things worse. He’d learned his lesson now; he would risk nothing and ask for as little as possible from Moira.

			She was a sleek, elegant Siamese with porcelain white fur, a lithe body, and an attractive wedge-shaped face. Her eyes were as blue and deep as a sun-soaked ocean, and she had the small paws of a dancer. Her regal look belied her unruly nature; few cats dared to pick a fight with her. 

			Julius loved Moira and took every opportunity to display his affection toward her, mewing plaintively when she left for work—especially if she forgot to fill his breakfast dish—and rubbing his flanks against her legs when she returned. He’d circle her, looking at her wide-eyed. Yet he never put his feelings into words. That kind of commitment was the stuff best left to heroes.

			Moira tolerated him and gave him plenty of the attention that he craved. She knew that some questions were best left unanswered—ask Julius to analyze his feelings for her, and he’d likely come up with a trite reply that she didn’t want to hear. She preferred to wait for him to realize the truth, tell it straight, and go from there.

			Moira always seemed to know what to do, partly because her work kept her busy and tired and left her with scant time to dither, let alone reflect. Julius wished he could predict the future, plan the right course of action that would lead to some perfect happy ending. He needed a guru. Trouble was, he was old enough to be someone else’s.

			A little voice prowled around his head, telling him to take the next job that came along and stick with it, save some moolah for his fast-approaching dotage. But he felt that he was better than that. He was a special cat, above average, not destined for servitude in some milk bar or bookstore. How ironic that would be! A writer stuck in a store surrounded by books, not one of them his!

			When opportunity knocked on his flap again, he’d be ready. He’d grasp that chance, hold it tight, and stop dwelling in the past. Until then, he spent most of his time at home.

			Julius lived in the Doghouse, a seedy, no-hope quarter of Bast. The feline had fallen on hard times since quitting his job at the local paper, The Scratching Post. Despite his lack of fortune, he was happy. He lived with Moira, a Siamese who even tolerated his hoarding habits. He’d kept boxes of old newspaper clippings from his days at the Post, keepsakes from breakthrough stories, childhood baubles, and souvenirs from far-off war zones. She’d thrown a few jibes his way—“Why don’t you ever throw anything away? What are you doing, holding on to all those old balls of string?”—but they were good-natured ones. 

			Moira found room for Julius’s junk in a storage shed, secured with a chain and a heavy padlock. She’d been raised in the poor neighborhood and defended Julius when he fell afoul of the local ne’er-do-wells. He had a knack for upsetting the neighbors with a snooty look or misread comment. But he had no intention of leaving her, and he never stopped looking for work in the recession-struck city.

			“How did you get on?” Moira gave her mate a friendly nudge with her nose. Her house was damp and draughty, but she kept it clean, with Julius chipping in the occasional chore.

			“I’m not the cat that got the cream, if that’s what you’re asking,” Julius scowled. “I’ll try someplace else tomorrow.”

			“You’re running out of places to try.” Moira led Julius into the kitchen. He jumped onto the counter surface, walking to and fro across the Formica.

			“Anything to eat around here?”

			Moira shook her head. “Not yet. I was going to prepare some…” Telling a cat to wait for food is tantamount to torture. Julius descended from the counter, landing on all fours, then pawed at the fridge.

			“Don’t open it,” said Moira. “Remember, you’re on a diet.”

			“Diets are for models and health freaks. I’m not self-obsessed.” Moira didn’t reply. “I demand the right to eat when I’m hungry,” Julius mewed.

			With a sigh, Moira opened the fridge. A mouse scampered out, darting this way and that, eyes wide with fright. Julius pounced on the morsel, holding it tight between his forepaws, watching it as if he’d never seen a snack before. The mouse felt cold. He let it go, and it scurried for cover under the cooker. Julius was too swift, clamping down on it with claws outspread.

			“Will you please stop playing with your food?” Moira stacked her Tupperware in a wall cupboard. “I thought you were hungry.”

			“No harm building up my appetite a little,” Julius opened his jaws wide, “more.” He sank his teeth into the shivering morsel.

			“Great. I just squeegeed in here. Can’t you use a dish?”

			While Julius spent his days job-hunting, Moira brought home the bacon. She’d found employment as an interpreter at City Hall, translating messages from far-off lands. Her background had made her resourceful and diligent, and over the past year, she’d become a great asset to the mayor.

			Julius had applied for work with the council with no success; he had been offered his old job back at The Scratching Post, but his pride was too strong. He knew he wouldn’t get on with Swampy McMahon, the editor and publisher. McMahon had everything he could possibly want—good looks, fame, money, and muscles. Julius envied him. 

			Julius always did things the hard way. It built character. It was more satisfying on the rare occasions when he won through; it seemed fairer that way. Choices that didn’t require him to be bitter or stubborn seemed cowardly to him. But he had a burning wish to shower Moira with riches and dead birds. 

			“Satisfied your cravings?” asked Moira demurely.

			“It was only one mouse,” Julius grumbled, his mouth full. “You working tomorrow?”

			“Of course. Someone’s gotta pay the rent.”

			Sometimes Julius thought it would make more sense to stay in bed. He felt like he’d applied for every job in the city of Bast, from insurance sales (with nine lives to cover) to real estate agent (tough when most cats were content with a cardboard box). He was expending energy needlessly, which he abhorred. With a mate covering the rent and bills, he wasn’t hungry enough to find work and keep it.

			Instead, he spent most of his time writing fiction. He’d take long walks at night, plotting a grand novel in his head. His last book hadn’t done so well—he blamed his publisher for that—but this one would be different.

			“I’m away to my nook,” he told Moira, trotting out of the kitchen to the laundry closet where he could curl up on a shelf and bang out some lines on his typewriter. Half the time he went there to sulk, or avoid a difficult question from Moira.

			“Don’t be too long in there! The reception’s tonight, remember?”

			Reception? Julius thought, relaxing in his closet, tail coiled around his fetal form. What reception?
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			The Lion’s Dentist

			In which an otherwise sane individual is 
paid to stick his head in a lion’s mouth.

			Cal Futum rushed through the extraction, the bridgework, and the denture fitting. He didn’t take the time to offer young cubs a pilchard lollipop or a sticker after their check-ups. He didn’t even flirt with Daisy, the dental nurse, which had been part of the daily routine since she’d joined his practice. Everything was done at double pace: no milk breaks and no chance to worry about his Very Important Patient. The morning rushed by and at noon, the waiting room was cleared. Cal’s dental clinic was secured, and he prepared himself for the mayor’s arrival.

			“What’s he doing?” Cal asked Daisy as he nervously licked his paws clean.

			“Pacing,” said Daisy. “Up and down, around the room.”

			“Is that good? I mean, lions do that a lot, don’t they?” Big cats always made Cal nervous, especially the ones in politics.

			“I don’t know.” Daisy adjusted the large cushion that formed the focal point of the operating room. 

			“For goodness sake, just keep everything neat,” Cal snapped. “He hates mess.” Daisy stared at him, too polite to give her boss any sass. “Well, don’t just stand there.” Cal thrust out a paw. “Give me his file, quick!”

			Daisy picked up the mayor’s file and as the dentist snatched it from her, the file fell and the records scattered all over the floor. A roar resounded from the waiting area.

			“Send him in,” said Cal. It would never do to keep Otto waiting.

			Cal scrabbled to pick up the records and shove them back into their folder. His paws felt like blocks of wood, heavy and useless. The files were in the wrong order, and he could hear Otto’s heavy pads echo down the hallway. Giving up on the folder, Cal crammed it onto a shelf, sandwiched awkwardly between Conquering Kitten Breath and Root Canal Work for Dumb Aminals. He turned to block his slip-up from the mayor’s sight.

			“Mr. Mayor,” said Cal cheerfully. “How lovely to meet you again!”

			“I have a dozen pressing items to attend to, judgments to pass, an empty belly, and a raging toothache, thanks to some incompetent servant or other.”

			“I hope he was suitably chastised, Your Honor.”

			“Oh, I can think of more than one way to skin the ingrate.”

			“Of course, sir. Would you kindly be seated?” Cal managed a winsome smile. Daisy led Otto to the cushion, looking like a game show hostess showing off a fabulous prize.

			“The mayor of Bast does not sit while others stand,” Otto declared.

			“Absolutely.” Cal got down on his haunches, exposing his brisket in deference to the lion. Daisy sat on a small swivel stool and trundled around the room as required. Otto finally sat himself down.

			“The lights offend my eyes!” Otto bellowed.

			“All taken care of, Your Honor.” While Cal picked up a utensil, Daisy put a pair of dark sunglasses on the lion’s face. Otto gave her a stern look that made her wary—did he think she was trying to mock the highest authority in the city?—but the big cat suffered the indignity.

			“Presto, no more bright lights!” Cal felt foolish as soon as the sentence had left his lips, but his patient had made a career of making his subjects feel small and insignificant, which was one of the major reasons why he retained his power. “If you don’t mind, sir,” Cal swallowed hard, “I’m going to need you to, er, open wide.”

			Otto reluctantly obliged, displaying rows of razor-sharp teeth in his massive maw. Cal checked each tooth as quickly as he could. Some were capped, a few were crowned, and a couple were solid gold. The mayor enjoyed the best medical, dental, and spiritual care in the city, as was his privilege, with all the relevant clinics situated within a couple of blocks of City Hall. So it hadn’t been that long since his last appointment at Cal’s clinic. None of the teeth were rotting, and the gums didn’t appear to be inflamed. There was, however, a fetid stench of old meat coming from the lion’s mouth. Cal tried not to gag as he gave Daisy a series of coded numbers.

			“A-Three, Four, and Five all good,” he told his assistant. “Where exactly is the ache coming from, Your Rulingness?”

			Otto clamped his mouth shut, and the dentist swiped his delicate paws away just in time. “My teeth.” The mayor suffered fools badly. “It’s coming from my teeth.”

			“Yes, sir.” Cal obviously wasn’t going to get any help there. With his paw back in Otto’s mouth, he started to push at the incisors to find out if any of them wobbled.

			“Not there,” Otto mumbled. “The back teeth!”

			“Of course. How stupid of me.” Cal tapped on a couple of molars with his explorer, the utensil he used to check each fang. His patient couldn’t feel a thing. Cal considered telling him that he was unable to get to the root of the problem, then thought better of it. Slowly, with great care, he moved his paw away from the mighty mouth.

			“I’m going to place a mask over your nose and mouth,” Cal stammered.

			“Will it match the sunglasses?” Otto asked tartly.

			“I’m not sure.” Daisy strapped the mask over Otto’s face. “That looks fine,” Cal continued. “Now breathe deeply … this anesthetic gas will numb your teeth while I extract the bad molar.”

			“Yes, yes, I know what the gas does,” the mayor slurred. “You always give me the gas. You always pull a tooth. I’ll have no teeth left if this carries on.”

			“An extraction will prevent the rot spreading into your gums and other teeth.” The dentist stepped back so as not to inhale any of the isoflurane gas. “Suck it up, please.”

			Otto closed his eyes and began to snore. “It’s done,” Cal announced, and two thick-set tomcats entered the room.

			“Security?” Cal asked them.

			“Dealt with. Don’t worry; we didn’t hurt ’em. Much. Let’s bundle Leo here out of your way.” This was easier considered than done. Though the toms were hefty, they still had trouble lifting the supine lion off his cushion. The mane got in their faces, the tail snagged on the spitbowl, and the broad paws hung down like ballast. They half-swung, half-dragged the big cat out of the building, covering him with a tarpaulin and wheeling him away, along with his equally senseless security guards.

			Cal felt better after that. Once he’d tidied up his files and Daisy had removed all the tufts of hair and other evidence, the dentist allowed himself to relax a little. He sat on the floor, his belly sagging on his lap, his tail lying listless. He felt tired and ashamed. He had no beef against the mayor, but he wanted to keep his own teeth, and the toms had threatened to extract them if he didn’t help them. He’d got the impression that they wouldn’t be using any painkillers.

			All his life, he’d been scared of the mayor and his pride. The lions were bigger, stronger, and louder than him, and they knew it. Now he’d traded one fear for another. So might is right, he decided, and us plain, weak folk can either lump it or fight it and lose our chompers.

			“Your next patient’s waiting, Doctor. Scheduled for 12.30.”

			“Send him in,” sighed Cal. “I’ll put him to rights.” 
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			City Hall

			In which Julius hears the W-word; 
Mimi Mimu guest stars.

			Sal Finney had no idea what was going on, but that wasn’t unusual. Like many other youths, he’d been displaced by the riot that had shattered Bast. He’d also sought work in the lowest of places. Unlike Julius, he’d found a job that lasted more than a day, joining the City Hall waiting staff.

			If food motivated the citizens, then gluttony ran its council, with Mayor Otto and his family receiving the lion’s share of gourmet delights that were brought upriver to their lair. Hundreds of daily delights required a legion of servers, with Sal the snowshoe an obscure furry face in the crowd. His tapered tail, wedge-shaped face, and brown markings were hardly remarkable. Only his blue eyes, as round as saucers, and the white feet that gave his breed its name distinguished him. He did what he was told, kept his ears clean, and tried not to scoff the leftovers. Still, his obedience was matched by his ignorance.

			Since the commencement of his training, he’d spilled soup on a sphynx, passed port to starboard, and, worst of all, smashed a saucer and left a fragment in Otto’s hors d’oeuvres. That chance chip had threatened to wreck the reception.

			This function celebrated a new peace agreement between the civilized cats of Bast and the dogs that lived north of the mountains. The political atmosphere had been tense since the riot, for which the dogs had been unfairly blamed. Thanks to go-betweens like Moira, those tensions had recently been eased, and the military forces of both powers had backed down.

			Woodrow Cormer held sway at a podium set on a raised dais. He was a pompous sealpoint, with a fur bouffant between his ears. “His Honor, the mayor, has been detained,” Woodrow announced to a throng of guests, massing before the dais in a brightly lit, gilded atrium. “An orthodontic emergency. Be assured, his blessings are with you all tonight.”

			Sal, who knew who Woodrow was, counted his own blessings that the reverse wasn’t true. He held a silver tray high, his pointy tail weaving as he balanced his load. His athletic, muscular body seemed out of place amongst the elegant elite, almost bumping into Moira and Julius—late arrivals.

			Moira wore her slinky black dress, bought specifically for city occasions. Julius was disheveled in a cheap pinstripe suit, looking as if he’d been woken abruptly from a deep sleep. Which, of course, he had. He was alert enough to catch the silver tray as it dropped from Sal’s paw.

			This wasn’t the right place to clown around. Bast’s best all attended the function, looking refined. It wasn’t just that this was the place to be seen; no one wanted to disappoint the mayor. Cats who dared to do that tended to disappear too often for comfort.

			The reception was a melting pot of different cat breeds. Ragdolls lapped at prawn cocktails. Korats snorted at unfunny jokes. A rex flicked lint from his tux with manicured claws. The servers offered crab wontons, tiny tuna melt sandwiches, and chicken vol au ventes in dishes decorated with cute fishbone patterns. Julius stopped Sal, who returned with a full dish in his paws. Julius dipped his face into a dish and scarfed a scallop, licking his lips as he came up for air. 

			“Got any more?” Julius asked as the food slid down his gullet. Sal shook his head, and Julius frowned at him. The server looked faintly familiar; Sal vaguely recognized Julius, too.

			“Hey! You’re the nibsucker!” Sal declared, retrieving his tray. “Careful, Mr. Kyle. If you keep juggling with the silverware, they’ll think you work here.”

			Julius’s eyes narrowed at the “W” word. “You look pretty good for a corpse. I thought you drowned.”

			“Got lucky. Washed up in the pluff mud. Glass of sour milk?”

			“Got milk.” Julius could still taste the dairy on his tongue. “Stay good,” he told the server as Moira dragged her partner away.

			“If you hadn’t fallen asleep, you wouldn’t be embarrassing me like this,” Moira hissed. “I’m trying to make a good impression here.”

			“Do they know that’s the only formal dress in your wardrobe?”

			“No, and you’re not going to tell them.”

			“It’s not the smartest purchase you’ve ever made, darling. It’ll show up all your white hairs.”

			“Quiet, or you’ll be showing off a black eye.” Moira clamped her mouth shut as Woodrow looked directly at her. Julius felt guilty for getting her into trouble until his attention was distracted by a fish stick spread. Julius spotted Bishop Kafel, church leader of the city; Prowler Chief Feargal Cutter, head of Bast’s police force; and Eva and Brian, very serious, steadfastly refusing to enjoy themselves, there for networking purposes only. It was such an unlikely place for the dairy owners to find Julius that they didn’t recognize him at first. He ambled past them a couple of times until he was sure that they saw him.

			“They’ll let anyone into these parties,” he told them with practiced disdain. They were too shocked to reply.

			Woodrow’s speech droned on. “I’d be stating the obvious if I were to say that cats and dogs don’t get on well together. Now I’ve said it. We’ve always feuded, since the first tiger cut its sabered teeth. It’s hard for us to forgive some of the messes the dogs have made around here. Despite their indiscretions, we’ve come to an agreement. There will be no more conflict between us. The civilized advances of our societies, though disparate, have conquered any primal urge that threatens our existence. The leading proponent of peaceful coexistence is here with us tonight. Please join me in welcoming Tarquin Quintroche.”

			A well-coiffed Abyssinian stepped onto the dais, raising his paws in greeting to the guests. He looked around the room as if gauging their intelligence. Once he’d decided the right level to pitch at, he addressed them all. 

			“I was raised to lead by example,” said Tarquin, his waistcoat buttons gleaming in the spotlight. “And that’s what Carabas is all about. I faced intolerance when I was young; I was picked on just because of my breed. I hoped that one day there would be a city where longhairs, shorthairs, yes, even dogs, could pass in the street without turning on each other. Now, thanks to the hard work of myself and my visionary staff, my dreams have come true.”

			“Someone else is joining us from Carabas.” Woodrow smiled. “Mr. Quintroche’s carefully selected ambassador, Fido Frenkel.”

			The guests gasped as a Staffordshire terrier joined Tarquin and Woodrow on the dais. While Frenkel restrained himself from woofing or snarling at them, the cats couldn’t stop their fur from standing on end.

			“I am here not to bark, but to listen. Not to raise my voice, but to raise awareness for the issues we face in our humble neighboring city.” Frenkel looked around at the cats, their hackles raised, tails flicking with unease. His expression was serious and attentive. The cats were ready to run—whether at him or away from him, he wasn’t sure. “It is easy to imagine a stranger as dangerous,” Frenkel continued. “Menacing. Goodness knows I get riled up if a visitor comes unannounced to my door. Even if they turn up at the same time every morning. I do not expect you to like me at first blush. I do not expect you to believe me when I tell you that where I come from, cats and dogs exist in harmony. Our resources are scant, yet we do not fight each other over our scraps. I appeal to your feline nature—.”

			A cat in the audience hissed at Frenkel. Woodrow gave the cat an admonishing look. 

			“There it is!” Frenkel went on, desperate to break the ice. “Feline nature at its truest.” Some of the cats chuckled. “I stand before you as a common-or-garden hound. As you can see, I am no threat to you. I am simply a neighbor, asking you to consider a better future where cats are kind and dogs are harmless. Our little staging post sets a shining example for all, and my experiences there have encouraged me to make the further, bold step of visiting you.”

			Frenkel glanced at Woodrow. The ambassador wasn’t getting through; the cats were still on the defensive, some of them letting out low whimpers of their discontent. Woodrow gave Frenkel a nod of encouragement.

			“I’m not asking for détente here,” Frenkel sighed. “I’m just asking you to throw me a bone. A wag in the right direction for the sake of both our futures. If you allow me, I can be your best friend.”

			“I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in all my lives,” said the hisser. “A cat’s best friend is himself.” The cats around him nodded and yowled in agreement. Woodrow looked around at the hostile audience and placed a paw on Frenkel’s shoulder.

			“Perhaps they’re not quite ready for you to mingle with them,” Woodrow told Frenkel quietly. The dog was ushered out of view as discreetly as possible.

			“If you have any questions about the flourishing cosmopolitan city of Carabas,” Woodrow told the crowd, “I’m sure Mr. Quintroche would be more than happy to answer them. As for the positive ramifications of his social experiment, you need look no further than our trade…”

			Sal had made his way across the atrium to Woodrow’s dais. “Sorry about the mayor,” the server whispered, interrupting the speech. Woodrow tried to ignore the wide-eyed waif of a snowshoe, who said, “I hope he’s better in time to sign the green mint.”

			“Agreement,” Woodrow whispered back, losing his cool. “It’s an agreement between Bast and the Isle of Dogs. You’re not supposed to talk to me.”

			“You’re right.” Sal stopped whispering. “There can’t be any conflict if no one talks to each other.”

			The audience stood, frozen, waiting for Woodrow to explode. Instead, he left the podium with a cursory, “Enjoy your evening.” Sal decided that this was directed at him and his tail relaxed in an attitude of pure contentment.

			“Can I get you anything?” he asked Julius, who sauntered up to pat him on the back; there was sympathy in the writer’s eyes.

			“Woodrow will destroy you if you’re not careful,” said Julius.

			“You mean the guy who’s always making fancy speeches about nothing much?” Sal handed Moira a saucer of cream.

			“The peace treaty’s something. Moira and I know how reasonable dogs can be.”

			Moira agreed. “Things will be different from now on.”

			“I agree.” Tarquin had sidled up beside them. Moira had worked with him for several weeks before his move to Carabas; there, he’d taken a dead-end post and turned it into a fiefdom.

			“Moira,” he smarmed. “You know you’re one of the main reasons why I asked to return to Bast—to refresh my memories of you.”

			“Really?” Moira turned to face him. “Didn’t know you cared. And to think, you’d be hiding on a high shelf if Otto were here.”

			“We don’t see eye to eye on everything, true. But he’s let me fix Carabas without interference.”

			“Maybe he forgot about you,” Moira suggested.

			“My work is important,” Tarquin sniffed. 

			“Doesn’t mean you are,” countered Julius. “Excuse us, if you will.” As Julius led Moira away from Tarquin, a string quartet struck up a gentle serenata. Julius and Moira faced each other, lining up with other cats for a dance.

			Julius inclined his head slightly, and Moira curtsied in response. They moved in a clockwise direction, never losing eye contact with each other. Then they moved gracefully in the other direction. Moira smiled. Sometimes Julius could be surprisingly suave. She curtsied again before they both took a step in opposite directions, bending low and turning. They began to spin as the music got faster. Throughout the dance, Moira never lost her grin.

			By the time the tune was done, Julius and Moira were the central attraction, thanks to their passionate dancing. The applause made Julius feel abnormally bashful. 

			“Want some fresh air?” he asked his lover quietly. But before they could step away, the lights dimmed. A female Abyssinian in a slinky vermillion dress stepped up to the podium. Mimi Mimu was a phenomenally popular songstress and one of Julius’s personal faves. This appearance was a surprise for the guests and a delight for the writer.

			Unlike most cats, Abyssinians were gifted with singing voices as fine as nightingales. Unfortunately, singing was not regarded as a reputable profession, and members of Mimi’s breed were nicknamed “sinners.” Mimi was an exception, transcending her origins with her talent and her earning power. Sal and Julius moved as close as they could to the podium, leaving Moira to mingle with her colleagues.

			Mimi began to sing a sensual ballad that made Sal’s whiskers twitch.

			“You make my ears perk up

			“Like cream in my favorite cup.

			“You make my heart sing

			“Like a dancing, dangling string.”

			Stepping down into the audience, Mimi swayed through the throng, giving Woodrow a slow blink and brushing her paw delicately across the sealpoint’s cheek. As the singer approached Julius, he tried to stay calm. 

			“You set my soul on fire

			“Like all the things that I desire.

			“Only you can douse the flame,

			“’Cause you’re to blame.”

			Mimi spun around Julius and swayed slowly out of the room. Julius became aware that Moira was staring at him, and he came to his senses. He turned, feeling thirsty. With the main attraction gone, some of the guests were leaving already while others made a beeline for the salmon spread. Moira disappeared into the crowd.

			
			Moira stopped at the foot of the stairway, her face like fizz. Males were all the same. So fickle. So unreliable. She’d been working hard to support Julius, and there was always a chance that he’d drop her at the first sign of a fluffy young female. Well, she’d made her choice with Julius, and she was willing to work at him some more. Fight for him if need be.

			“I wondered where you’d got to,” said Tarquin, pushing his way past well-wishers to join Moira. “Mimi’s a friend of mine, you know. If you like, I could arrange for her to sing to us on our first date.”

			“Are you crazy?” She hardly knew him.

			“I was always too timid to approach you before. Now, with my new job and the power that it’s brought me … I feel
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