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I stretched in bed, looking forward to a lazy, relaxing weekend, spreading my claws and luxuriating in the warmth of the morning sunlight as it streamed through the window. You just can’t replicate this shipboard.

It was good to be stationed back on Ramses. No more months-long assignments in the gloom of the Rotters’ prison on Cancer. No more endless tours of the Quartz Sector. Not that I wouldn’t love to live on Lamia–I may one day make a home there with my pride. But for now, all three of my mates are on Ramses, and I know they’re thrilled to have me home with them, the lucky mollies.

There was a rapid patter of paws in the hall, and Helina–Kat’s and my sixth, and my pride’s... twelfth?–pounced through the doorway and planted her paws on her hips.

“Mother says to get your lazy tail out of bed and come have breakfast with her!” Helina ordered.

Yes, I could feel the love; Kat just couldn’t get enough of yours truly.

“Now, is that any way to–” was all I could get out of my mouth before Helina high-tailed it out of the doorway.

I considered rolling back over to enjoy some more shuteye, it being the weekend and all, but Helina’s retreating footfalls were replaced by another set, and then Haarvey–Baathsheba’s and my sixth, and our pride’s eleventh–had taken Helina’s place in the doorway.

“Maam wants you to go meet with her in her room,” Haarvey rasped through a hairball.

“You shouldn’t be–” was more than the tom had time for. He was in such a hurry to leave that he and Merph–Marpha’s and my first and the pride’s thirteenth–collided in a furry flurry of tails and paws in the doorway. A short scuffle ensued.

My, “Now toms, there’s no need–” became useless space filler as they untangled themselves and Haarvey raced away. Merph straightened up, licked a paw and diligently neatened his fur.

“Mom says you better come scratch her back if you know what’s good for you,” Merph announced, and then he too was gone.

It can be wonderful to be wanted, but it would be even better if it were by one molly at a time. I would have had a talk with my mates about that, but I knew how well my trying to lay down the law would go–no tom has authority over his mates when it comes to home life. Especially with Marpha; my newest mate was due to deliver our third and the pride’s eighteenth soon, and she was certainly acting the queen, becoming crankier and more demanding by the day. Which pretty much decided who my first priority would be.
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“A LITTLE MORE TO THE left,” she sighed.

I scraped my claws up and down the left side of Marpha’s spine. She arched her back as much as her swollen belly would allow and purred. I know what my mates need.

“That’s much better,” she said. “I don’t think I can take much more of this.”

“You’re doing great,” I said, and then added under my breath, “even if you’re too much trouble.”

“What was that?” she said, looking at me like she was just trying to make sure she heard me right before she raked me.

Okay, so sometimes I get a little tired of having to stay on cat’s paws around every cranky molly–not the wisest choice, which I should have known after seventeen practice sessions.

“You’re due in a couple,” I cleverly substituted, “and it won’t be long after then that you’ll be back to normal.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever recover from this one,” she pouted, cupping and kneading her belly.

“You got right back into it after Merph and Glyph,” I said.

That was true; Marpha had resumed her duties in the service after each of our first two cubs without missing a beat.

“I’m not so sure, Tiger. You may have finished my career with this one,” Marpha groused.

Don’t you just hate how it always becomes the tom’s fault? Am I responsible for the aging process, too? 

“Look, it’s only natural that you’re not the kitten you were,” I said sweetly.

“What does that mean?” she bristled. 

I mean, her fur actually bristled. And after I had just spent so much time smoothing her out.

“I only meant that there are always changes when we get older. Take it from me, aging isn’t easy,” I said. Not that it really shows much on me, but can I help being who I am?

Strangely, she didn’t take it from me, and shouted for me to get out. I obliged her–I for one certainly don’t want to antagonize one of the mothers of my children, nor do I want to deal with their perpetual hormone swings any more than I must. I padded out into the hall and headed for the kitchen.

I mean, really. There I was, admitting that I was getting older–and I was older than her–and all she heard was that I was saying she was old. It’s always about them...

“So, you’ve done it again, have you?” Baathsheba said as we crossed paths in the hallway.

“What do you mean?” I asked innocently.

“Oh, come now–I could hear poor Marpha yowling. What ridiculously insensitive thing did you say to her this time?” she asked.

“Nothing. Now, I believe Haarvey said you wanted to see me–” I began.

I reached a paw around her and started kneading her shoulder, but she brushed me aside.

“Forget it, you furball. I’m not about to spend time with you after what you just pulled on our Marpha,” Baathsheba said.

We padded along awkwardly until there was another hallway that she could turn down; fortunately, there is always another hallway in Championvilla. She stalked off in her own direction, swishing her tail to show her irritation with me.

I left the hall shortly afterwards to bounce down the stairs into the kitchen. I could catch the trace scent of poached salmon, but if I wanted breakfast, it appeared that I was out of luck. Three mice–our master chef Bertrand, his daughter Deborah, and his son Timothy–were cleaning up from the morning’s meal. Bertrand’s culinary expertise was legendary, and his apprenticed offspring seemed to be taking after their dad–well, at least in the realm of cooking. Deborah directed a glare my way as she polished a stainless-steel countertop, as if to echo Baathsheba with her own brand of feminine “What did you do?” accusation.

Species matters not; Females seem to have some universal connection that they use to gang up on us males. It can really get our backs up sometimes–I think that’s their aim.

“The Lady Katrina said that you are to join her in the garden,” Bertrand said.

Well, good then. Helina had said Kat wanted me to meet her for breakfast, and it would be nice to eat in the sunshine.

“Thank you, Bertrand,” I said.

I opened the door and sauntered onto the patio. Strangely, there was no hint of poached salmon in the air, although I could smell the sharp aroma of café. I followed the scent as it wafted between the rose bushes, until I found Kat sitting table with her father, the Admiral. 

“So, you finally made it,” Kat said, barely looking up. 

They were enjoying an after-breakfast drink, the breakfast plates in evidence, and picked clean. It appeared that she had decided not to wait breakfast on me.

“I was attending to Marpha,” I said.

“We heard,” she said, her whiskers twitching.

The Admiral gave me a sympathetic shake of his head, but he was careful not to let Kat see it. We toms need to stick together, but a wise cat knows when not to stick too close.

“It’s amazing how hissy carrying a cub can make a molly,” I said.

The Admiral continued shaking his head, but now it seemed less commiseration and more a cautioning admonition. Kat’s eyes flashed with much the same fire as I’d gotten from Baathsheba, Deborah, and Marpha–that universal, feminine glare of disapproval. 

“I’ve always counted myself lucky that you were never like that, my love,” I said quickly, but smoothly.

I bent to give her a lick on the cheek, but she blocked me with a paw on my chest. Sometimes, even my incredible charm can’t mollify the mollies.

“You need to go into the Ministry,” she said.

“No, my dear, I have the weekend off,” I said.

“I know, but Daddy needs a break from Her Majesty,” Kat said.

“I would really appreciate it, son,” the Admiral said. “I could use a couple of days off from her.”

He had been looking a bit harried lately, and I knew his dealing with former Empress Isabella had been wearing on him, and, well, I had waited years for him to call me son. Besides, with the way things had been going this morning, spending the weekend away from home was looking like a not so painful alternative.

“Think nothing of it. I’ll just grab something from the kitchen and be on my way,” I said cheerily. 

The Admiral rose.

“I’m going to refresh my café, Katrina. I will be just a moment,” he said.

We walked along through the garden silently until he was certain we were out of earshot. 

“Thank you for doing this. I hate to impose on you, son” he said.

Hearing that word, especially as apologetically as it was being used, was somewhat unsettling. Admiral Jock Planck apologized to no one; it made my whiskers twitch.

“As I said, think nothing of it. Believe me, I know how much Isabella can get under your fur,” I said sympathetically.

“It isn’t Isabella–I can handle that she-devil just fine. It’s Octavio,” he said.

He caught a claw in my sleeve and we both stopped among the bushes. We were in sight of the patio and the kitchen door beyond, and he did not want to risk being overheard. 

“It is bad enough when I am meeting with him as Chief Admiral in chambers, as just another advisor. But when we are alone, or the subject of his mother comes up...” he hesitated.

“You are afraid that you will give away that you are his real father?” I asked.

“Not deliberately, of course–I would not dare risk the Empire, so. But sometimes...” 

I grasped him firmly by the shoulders. It felt strange for me to be reassuring him, but even more uncomfortable to allow him to continue degrading his stature. 

“I have seen Admiral Jock Planck handle far more weighty matters than this, and I have no doubt that you will weather this one with distinction,” I said seriously, then added, “Pop.”

That last had the desired effect–you did not call Admiral Jock Planck “Pop.” He scowled at me–briefly–before he batted my paws from his shoulders and preceded me to the kitchen, his shoulders straighter, his step a little firmer.
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I SAT BACK IN MY CONVERTIBLE with the top down, the wind fluffing my fur, reveling in my good fortune on the drive into the capital. I let all that business at home leach out of me, and I felt refreshed and back to my not-so-old, indomitable self by the time I sauntered into the Hall of State, on the way to my office in the Ramses Military Ministry.

The guards just waved me through. Being Champion of the Empire has its perks. And it doesn’t hurt to be the “cousin” of the Emperor, even if that is just based on a trumped-up family tree, manufactured to add my popularity to House Felizi’s legacy. Octavio–The Emperor Octavio Felizi, now–likes to keep me close. Truth be known, we aren’t cousins–more like brothers, although he is not aware of that little wrinkle.

So, how did Hercules Tom, legendary Champion of the Empire, find himself acting as the attendant to a high-profile prisoner in the bowels of the Ministry? Well, being one of only two cats who could be trusted around the dethroned, treacherous Empress Isabella–Octavio’s own mother–to hear what she might choose to let fall on unsuspecting ears had much to do with that.

Isabella was one of only four cats living who knew that Octavio was not sired by Emperor Maxamillian, which meant that our current Emperor might be perceived by some to be the illegitimate heir to Ramses’ throne. Emperor Maxamillian–may he rest in fields of ambrosia–knew this, even knew that the Admiral was Octavio’s father, and still he had insisted that Octavio was to be the next Emperor. Octavio knew that Maxamillian was not his father, but he didn’t know the truth of who was. Only Isabella, the Admiral, and I knew that whole ball of yarn.

Add to this that I was also the only independent witness when the late Emperor stated both his knowledge of Octavio’s parentage as well as his wishes for Octavio’s succession, and there was even more reason that I was of value to his current Imperial Majesty, and why it may not be such a good idea that I continue risking my lives. The future of the Empire might depend on my keeping my nine (although really, I seem to have already exceeded my share of those.)

It was nice to be home, but I still longed at times for a little danger in my life. Sitting behind a desk in the Ministry was not how I had earned my Champion of the Empire status. Well, we must all do our duty, mustn’t we, no matter how onerous.

I walked down the halls to the Ultra-Secure Block. The sentry saluted crisply and passed me through, and I descended the stairwell toward the cells for my session with her former majesty. I would have just as soon not spoken to the witch (it was totally reasonable for me to feel that way toward a cat who had tried to kill me at least three times), but Isabella may still have been concealing some useful information about her slobberer allies. The despicable Lord Phylo had sworn to return with his canine forces, and with their technological advantages, Ramses could use any help we could glean, no matter the source.

Even if it felt as pleasant as hacking up furballs to get it.

When I reached the next level, thoughts of slobberer technology caused me to change my destination (and no, I was not simply trying to delay the inevitable); instead of proceeding further into the depths, I headed to the end of the corridor, where yet another sentry was posted at a scanning portal, beyond which was a door labeled “Special Projects.”

“Your business, Colonel?” the sentry asked.

He must have been new.

“Yes it is, Corporal,” I said.

I tapped a claw on my Champion of the Empire medallion; there are not many places that my credentials and this medal won’t get me through. At least not many that I am aware of.

“Of course, sir,” he said. “Your badge, please.”

Really?

“Oh, that silly thing,” I said.

I handed him my official Ministry badge. He examined it carefully, swiped it, and begrudgingly passed me through. I do not consider strict adherence to protocol to be a virtue, so there was a training opportunity there–perhaps later.

I opened the door and stepped into Reggie’s lab. More properly, the lab of Vicomte Reginald Pelage, now that his father Rudolph had ascended to the Earldom. I knew that Major Grisolm was glad to be rid of the Earl, allowing him to run the Rotter prison planet of Cancer unfettered by the foolish meddling of the noble-born. In my experience, most nobles and high government functionaries are full more of themselves than of anything useful. Reggie’s father the Earl was no exception to this rule, but Reggie was.

Reginald Pelage was a prodigy. It was through his genius that we were able to hack the slobberers’ control systems and chase them away from Ramses with their tails between their legs. He was still not into his majority, but he had more maturity and responsibility than most cats twice his age. It came as quite a surprise to the old grey-whiskers in the Imperial Science Division when the Emperor put Reggie in charge. They merely acquiesced to the imperial decree at first, only to grudgingly admit later that their new boss had more than his noble birth going for him.

Reggie had two of the white-coated codgers–Professors Malcolm and Barnhardt–watching seriously as he tapped a claw against the whiteboard, at the end of a long formula. I knew it was a formula, but my knowledge of the sciences did not extend much into the theoretical. For that matter, I wasn’t even sure whether it was part of Professor Barnhardt’s continuing efforts to counter the effects of nip, or something that Professor Malcolm was working on, until Malcolm nearly leapt out of his fur as Reggie suddenly erased most of the last line.

“This is where you went wrong,” Reggie declared matter-of-factly.

“But sir, I–” Malcolm protested. 

He started to reach forward to restrain Reggie from going further, but he came up short when Professor Barnhardt hooked a claw in his sleeve.

“Let’s just see what the lad has in mind, Malcolm,” Barnhardt murmured.

“The Empress would never have treated me so,” Malcolm grumbled, his ears flattened.

As Reggie scribbled some characters on the board, Barnhardt nodded appreciatively while Malcolm’s frown grew. I nodded also, just in case anyone noticed me; it does not do for your underlings to believe they know more than you do–at least not too much more.

“There, Professor! That should bring you a lot closer,” Reggie said. 

Then he turned and saw me.

“Ah, Colonel Tom! The Champion of the Empire, here to check on our progress?” he asked cheerily. Reggie had always looked up to me in a cubbish sort of way.

“As a matter of fact, Reggie–” I began, but came up short when I saw Reggie’s whiskers twitch suddenly. He gave me an odd look, holding the marker up as though trying to send me a signal.

“Gentlemen, I will leave you to it,” Reggie said, and tossed the marker at the two professors. Barnhardt snagged it, as Malcolm was too absorbed in staring at the changes Reggie had scribbled and muttering to himself.

“Follow me, Colonel,” Reggie said.

I trailed after Reggie as he led the way to an office clearly marked “Vicomte Reginald Pelage, Chief of Ramses Defense Sciences.” He sat behind his desk and waved me to a chair

“So, how are you–” I asked as I sat.

As soon as I heard the snick of the door closing, Reggie stood so that he was now looking down on me from behind his desk. I couldn’t blame him for needing the extra height–he was not yet full grown, after all, and it is not uncommon for far more mature cats to be intimidated by my storied reputation.

“Colonel Tom, I will remind you that the proper way to address me is Sir, or Vicomte, or Chief. Dependent on the context, of course,” Reggie said.

It wasn’t typical of him to stress about decorum; I wondered if perhaps there was something in the noble blood that eventually made the whole lot of them uptight about their position, aside from their becoming obnoxious and unlikeable.

“Very well, then, Chief,” I said. This seemed to be the option that put me closer to an even footing with him–maybe even set me a little above him in the military hierarchy.

“I don’t mean now–Reggie is fine when it’s just you and me,” he grinned cubbishly for a moment, then turned serious. “I just need you to help remind those old grizzlies of my station.”

“Are they still giving you grief about your age?” I asked.

“They just get my back up sometimes. Professor Malcolm seems to see me as the root cause of a lot of undesirable change,” Reggie said.

That made sense–Malcolm had been head of our R&D until Octavio had ascended to the throne. He had lost not only his position of prominence in the department, but the sponsorship of Empress Isabella as well. Not all handle a fall from grace like that by landing firmly on their paws.

“Would you like me to talk with them?” I asked.

“By the gods, no! That would be worse than setting the Earl on them,” he said, then added, “That was a monumental mistake; I wish I had never had father cleared to visit the lab.”

If Reggie had hoped that Earl Rudolph Pelage would add some gravitas to his own status, that hope was short-lived. Earl Pelage identified more strongly with the grey-whiskers, particularly old Malcolm, which was no help at all. I had thought that I might need to ban the Earl from the lab in the interests of progress, but fortunately he was more interested in maintaining his contacts in Ramses society, and so had been an infrequent though disruptive visitor.

“I just need them to see more subtle reminders of who’s in charge,” Reggie said.

“I will keep that in mind, Sir,” I said, as seriously as I could.

“Thank you, Herc,” he smiled.

“So, how are things coming along?” I asked.

Not much could be gotten from the Lost Baastards’ ships–our fleet had made quite good sport of them, no small thanks to some clever sabotage by myself–and Octavio, of course. But our barrage did at least leave some useful scraps. We were able to retrieve the main part of the beam weapon that the slobberers had mounted in the Baast carriers–the one they had used to destroy the Imperial Palace and had vaporized Emperor Maxamillian in the process. Reggie and his team had already backwards engineered our own weapon from the remnants.

The team was also able to duplicate the slobberers’ jump capability, so that the ships of our fleet would no longer be restricted to using pre-placed Transit Rings. The current prototype was a bit large and energy intensive for our fighters, but they could be installed on our larger ships of the line, which gave the Ramses Imperial Fleet a new advantage in system-to-system travel. Miniaturization would come later; with luck, that would be before the return of Lord Phylo’s armada.

The slobberers blue-arching-energy weapon eluded us; no clues survived to help with the blue lightning that disabled any but our oldest, analog spacecraft. The Admiralty was not about to move the fleet back into the stone age, so we needed to find an effective way to nullify their effect on our electronics.

“I’ve studied the fragments of circuitry that Shadow read from the Baast carriers, but most of that dealt with wiring the canine tech into the inferior Baast ships–nothing about how the devices themselves were designed,” he said.

Shadow–the AI personality who was also my personal stealth craft–had been instrumental in hacking the systems on the Lost Baastards’ ships and then discovering how to sabotage them.

It would have been helpful if we had been able to salvage the slobberer saucer that Reggie’s own hacking had destroyed–there would have been more detailed schematics in the slobberer systems. But the saucer’s destruction via their own, devastating beam weapon had been too complete, and since the rest of the slobberers’ saucers had escaped the Ramses system, we would not learn how they had mastered teleportation any time soon, either.

“I need more data on the behavior of their energy weapon so I can develop a way to combat it. Would it be possible for me to talk with Shadow? I might be able to learn something more from her recollections,” Reggie said.

“Of course–I’ll have her fly in,” I said. “Anything else I can do for you?” 

“I’ve interviewed Empress Isabella’s ladies, but neither Nina nor Francesca have a head for technology between them. I wonder whether I might not learn something useful if I talked to the former Empress herself,” he said.

An interesting notion, but, well, we couldn’t have that.

“Isabella never was one for understanding the sciences,” I said.

“But from what Professor Malcolm says, she did take quite an interest in his work,” Reggie said.

“True, but much of that was merely for public consumption,” I said.

I knew that wasn’t entirely true. Isabella had a sharp, though devious mind, and would have taken a keen interest in anything that would give her an advantage. I did not like lying to Reggie, but we couldn’t take too many chances with Isabella.

“You have much more productive ways to use your time. I will be sure to feel her out about the slobberers’ tech when I next speak with her,” I said.

With that in mind, I left the lab and resumed my trek down to the cells. Time to do my unpleasant duty.

*****
[image: ]


ISABELLA’S CELL WAS isolated from the rest, and it had its own guard room. There was a soundproof door separating the two, which the guards never opened without wearing sound-blocking headsets. Isabella could not be allowed the opportunity to let anyone else in on Octavio’s paternal origin, lest she imperil the Imperial succession and start a civil war.

The guard on duty donned his headphones, passed me through the door, and shut it behind me. I bounced down the flight of stairs that terminated in an ancient prison gate. 

Despite the iron-bars of her door, Isabella’s cell almost didn’t look like one; instead, it resembled more her bedroom in the mock Imperial Palace she had been exiled to on Lamia–the exile from which her slobberer allies had rescued her. The stone walls were adorned with rugs and tapestries and all manner of imperial puffery. Well, I suppose even a treacherous, deposed monarch is due a little luxury. Truth be told, Octavio had insisted that his mother be given all the trappings that an Empress would expect–at least what would fit in her cell.

She was on her back in a silk nightgown, splayed among her pillows as she held the latest issue of Fabulous Felines overhead and flipped through the pages. She didn’t even look up when I was buzzed into her cell.

“It says here that the public at large is wondering when their beloved Empress will finally have her day in court,” Isabella purred. “Oh, that would be rich, now, wouldn’t it? Imagine all the things that I could say, Jock. Of course, then they would have my head for disloyalty to poor Max. And possibly yours, too.”

This was true enough. Sure, she might be able to blame the slobberers for Maxamillian’s death and be believed by some, but proclaiming Octavio’s illegitimacy would also expose her dalliance with Admiral Jock Planck and open her to punishment for treason. As long as she was within our control, she was unlikely to endanger herself so. Of course, if she was brought to trial as an accessory to Emperor Maxamillian’s murder, she might be deprived of that pretty head of hers, anyway, and then what would she have to lose? Contrary to myth, one life is all we really get.  

“The Admiral will not be visiting you today,” I said.

That made her look up.

“Oh,” she said.

Females often have difficulty finding their tongues in my presence. It is a curse that I endure as I can. Isabella has never been the star-struck type.

“Such a disappointment. Is the Admiral ill?” she asked.

“One might say of you,” I said.

She pouted.

“There was a time when he could not get enough of me,” Isabella sighed, and then she arched her back in a long, languorous stretch. “What about you, Champion?”

“What about me?” I asked.

“Why did they send you in his place? Why not my son?” she asked.

“His Imperial Majesty has no time for you,” I said dismissively.

“Come now. Octavio is not my only son,” she said; almost snarled, in fact. The former Empress could be very... catty.

“Furdinand has also expressed no desire to see you,” I said.

This was true enough. After Isabella had attempted to put Octavio’s younger brother on the throne in her slobberer-enabled coup, Furdinand had shown himself as nothing but loyal to Octavio, and was publicly disdainful of the former Empress and her plots. Of course, if he or anyone else had requested a visitation with her former Imperial Majesty, they would have been denied access, but Isabella did not know this. It seemed more useful to have her believe that everyone had abandoned her, especially since there were still some elements of society who had bought her act when she appeared with the slobberer fleet at her back and wept for “her dear, dead Maxamillian,” and many of whom still clung to the foolish fantasy that she was innocent.

“Does it seem proper to you that sons should treat their mother as such?” she simpered.

“Such a mother? I believe you have answered your own question,” I said.

“Well, at least I still have you. This could still be... entertaining,” she purred.

She sat on the
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