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      Retirement doesn’t mean stupid. It means I no longer go out on jobs. It means I can enjoy being a cat, demanding the best food and a comfy bed. But if a job comes to me, I won’t ignore it or act like a scared little housecat. Certain reflexes never die.

      It started like this. I was sleeping in my cat bed that sat perched on the table in front of the window. It was a little drafty there in the winter, but in the summer the temperature was perfect for me. The windows let in the warmth from the outside to mitigate the chill air coming from the air conditioner that Yvonne needed to have turned up in order to sleep.

      I had no such problems. In fact, I preferred a little extra warmth.

      The house smelled of me, my cat litter—which was always just a little bit dirtier than I liked, but Yvonne had a rather poor sense of smell—and chicken and rice casserole. The only sounds were the hum of the air conditioning and the drop of ice from the refrigerator in the other room.

      When I had climbed into my puffy little blue and white fleece donut bed everything had been dark but for the night light in the hallway. This was all normal for us and the routine we’d settled on.

      Despite the night light, I knew Yvonne could navigate the hall, the entire house, in fact, in the dark because she’d practiced. She would put on a blind fold and make her way through the house, looking for the knives or her gun. Her steps were sure. Sometimes I’d meow to distract her but she’d only pause to check where my voice had come from so she didn’t trip over me.

      Though we were both retired from active duty, I was more retired than Yvonne. She still worked, but in an office now. Instead of spying on, or killing people herself, she sent others out to do that work. I snoozed in the sun.

      I was dozing off when I heard the slightest shush from the far end of the house, like someone had opened a window. I slipped out of my bed like the pale shadow that I am.

      I may be one of the best feline assassins in the world but I am also a full-blooded silver shaded Persian. My markings make me stand out in the darkness but it’s never been a problem before. No matter how light my fur, I can blend in against the pale walls, becoming the light shadow against the dark.

      Only my green eyes might give me away, but who thinks of a cat as an assassin?

      I padded quickly down the hallway, my soft feet making no noise against the creamy beige carpet as I walked. The padding beneath me was so thick that it rose and fell with even my light weight. There might have been the slightest bit of sound as I slipped down the hall but it was so faint even my acute ears didn’t pick it up.

      At the guest room, the door of which was open a crack, I smelled the scent of magnolias, exhaust, and a stray tom. The window should not have been opened, but I knew without looking that it was.

      Yvonne had an excellent security system. I’d watched her set it before bed. I’d doubled checked before I settled in and again when I’d wandered out for a drink of water. You can never be too careful. Yet now, there was an open window and no alarm had gone off.

      I slipped carefully around the door to the guest room, my nose up, sniffing the air. I smelled tom cat and something else, something muskier. A female. Not in heat but not altered either. She wasn’t in the room.

      I hurried out and down the hallway, careful as always. A shadow from the office window played on the wall. I stuck close to that same wall, hoping the dark branching of the tree’s shadow would make me less visible with my pale silver fur.

      The door to Yvonne’s bedroom was open as it always was, lest I wanted to join her. The scent of female cat was stronger in this room. I paused.

      I heard something bounce on the bed, the springs creaking ever so slightly. Yvonne’s snores became broken so on some level she was aware of the intruder.

      I didn’t wait to see what she would do. I ran into the room and sprung to the bed.

      A dark brown shadow leaped and turned to look at me.

      I met deep velvet blue eyes in a masked face.

      The cat hissed softly, but not so loudly that Yvonne would wake.

      Good. I’d startled the intruding female.

      Whoever had sent her didn’t know about me.

      I rushed at her, growling and hissing.

      Yvonne rolled over, waking, as I rushed at the other cat.

      The Siamese leaped up, to avoid my rush at her face.

      She landed behind me, in a crouch, ready for whatever I could throw at her.

      Yvonne was sitting up. Soon she’d turn on the light.

      I made another rush, frothing in anger, yelling for all my lungs were worth.

      The Siamese swatted me, but I dodged the blow.

      The intruder turned and rushed Yvonne as her hand reached the lamp.

      Yvonne had to know what was going on, had to know there was an assassin cat in her bedroom.

      I howled and placed myself between those sharp claws and Yvonne’s sheerly clad body.

      I felt the swipe of the claw that caught in my long fur. No damage to me, but it threw the Siamese off balance.

      I turned and howled again as the bright light forced me to blink.

      The bed moved slightly as Yvonne rolled out of it, now looking at the cat.

      I growled low in my throat.

      The Siamese looked first at me and then at Yvonne. I could feel the thought process. Could it get past me and get her?

      We are trained, I should say, to know that we have to get our prey. If we don’t, we’ll be punished. I’d gone through my share of little punishments, although usually I came through. This was largely because I’d be adopted by my quarry and have a few days to plan and make the kill.

      This cat was working at a disadvantage. It wasn’t a contract I’d have liked being on, not that we’re given a choice.

      I howled again.

      Yvonne held a small Taser. It would hurt but it wouldn’t kill, even a cat. She kept it dialed down to a low setting just for us. Because she knew what we were. Knew how we killed.

      Yvonne knew how to defend herself.

      The Siamese rushed me but I brought down a claw. I felt it hit the side of her belly and she yowled.

      I tried to get in a bite, but she turned and faced me.

      She had her claws out and was prepared to use them.

      I backed up, having to step over the wrinkle of the blanket.

      The Siamese came forward, but her front claws were out and they caught in the blanket.

      I lunged at her.

      My heavier, cobby body hit hers and knocked her to the side.

      Her claws came out and she was now standing in front of me, teeth bared, claws flexed.

      In the light I could see the slight bluish tinge to those claws. That wasn’t a Siamese thing. She had dipped them in poison.

      How much damage it could do to me would depend upon the poison. I was immune to some because I used poison myself from time to time, although I preferred the natural accident, like tripping someone so they fell down the stairs or perhaps suffocating them, accidentally, of course.

      Yvonne did not have such immunity—not that I knew of. Any poison used by this cat would kill her, else it would have been ruled out. I had to save her.

      I leaped forward.

      The Siamese clawed at me but missed.

      I dove for her neck.

      We yowled and howled, each trying to break the thick skin that covered the other’s tender throat.

      Yvonne came in with a squirt bottle.

      The water hit both of us. I leaped back but remembered to stay between Yvonne and the Siamese.

      The intruder leaped back off the bed, trying to hide from the water.

      We are trained to not dislike water as much as other cats, but Yvonne had a particularly powerful blast on her squirt bottle.

      I leaped to the floor on Yvonne’s side and looked under the bed. I was met with deep blue eyes.

      I felt Yvonne’s footsteps on the floor, the heavier thunder of a human’s weight rather than my own. She left the room.

      The Siamese attempted to go after her, but Yvonne slammed the door shut, locking me in there with the assassin.

      The Siamese turned to look at me.

      “I don’t have to hurt you,” the cat said.

      “Then don’t,” I said.

      “Stop protecting her.” The Siamese crouched there, staring at me, daring me to look away.

      “She’s my person,” I said. “I’m retired. How would you like it if you retired with someone and she was suddenly targeted?”

      “You’re not retired,” the Siamese snorted.

      “Of course I am,” I said. I preened a little, because clearly I didn’t look old enough to be retired.

      “If you were retired, you wouldn’t be living with a human on active duty.” This cat clearly thought she had the upper paw.

      “Yvonne works out of the office now, at a desk. She’s not active.”

      “I have orders that show she was selling information to another country. That means she made herself active.”

      I glared, narrowing my eyes. I’d have known such a thing, wouldn’t I? I thought back to everything I had heard Yvonne say, everything she had done. She couldn’t be a spy, could she?

      “Who said that?” I asked.

      “My handler,” the Siamese said. “It’s his job to investigate things like that, before sending me.”

      Again with the condescending tone, as if she were wiser than I.

      “I’d like to see that information verified,” I said quietly.

      The Siamese snorted.

      Of course she couldn’t get me verified information. She probably hadn’t even seen the original work. Her handler had seen it, investigated it, showed her the official orders, and sent her off. She had to come back with proof that she’d done her job or at least the assurance that Yvonne was dead.

      I backed away from the bed, where I was staring down the cat sitting under there. I swished my tail as I turned and sauntered to the door.

      I mewed, rather plaintively. Knowing what I am, you’d think I wouldn’t be able to do that, but I can. It’s all in my cover.

      I sensed Yvonne at the door on the other side. A shadow fell along the crack. Her feet, clad in shoes now. I bet she was wearing something heavier than her nightgown as well, in case the Siamese launched itself at her when I left the room.

      I waited. I felt the Siamese under the bed, trying to determine if she could make a dive for the door when I went through.

      I crouched at the edge of the door so I could run through quickly. I wouldn’t spring. Yvonne would be waiting for that. I’d go low. Hopefully we’d succeed in getting me out of there so I could tell her what the cat
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