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My whiskers twitched as the heavenly aroma of poached salmon curled its way into my dreams, which until that moment had been a replay of last night's private welcome home celebration with Kat. Returning from leave unannounced had given us as much privacy as I could have hoped for. I opened one eye to the bright yellow sunlight streaming through the window and stretched; the sterile white light of the sun in space never quite feels this good.

Kat had already gotten up and left me to sleep in, hidden away from the rest of the pride. I could have used some more time to decompress from my three month tour, but that salmon was calling me. It was my favorite; Kat must have asked our cook Randall to prepare it especially for my homecoming. Last night was the cat's meow, after all–it wouldn't do to keep her waiting.

I followed the scent trail down to the kitchen, where I found the pan of glorious salmon simmering on the stove. Simmering–that is something else I missed during my time off-world. It's impossible to keep odors out of the air scrubbers shipboard, so regulations dictate that all food preparation is done by microwave bombardment of sealed containers; without any of the olfactory benefits of cooking, many crews return to the barbarity of eating uncooked rather than deal with the disappointment. I confess, I've been tempted to go the raw route myself.

My nose hovered over the pan as I appreciated the benefits of planet-side cuisine. There was no sign of Randall, so I extended a claw forward to spear a fish.

"Keep your paws off that! It isn't ready!"

"Drat, you've caught me," I said, and turned toward the voice with a grin, but that slipped from my face when I saw that it was a mouse who was addressing me. 

Mind you, I've never had anything against them as a whole. They're generally loyal–not like their exiled rotter cousins, who'd kill you as soon as spit on you. Mice accept their position in Ramses society gracefully, and some even serve in the fleet–in non-combat support roles, of course. What would you expect from a bunch of pacifists? 

We'd never had one on the staff before–being Champion of the Empire carries with it a certain expectation of... confidence and superiority that mice just can’t convey. Appearances must be maintained.

"What are you doing here?" I asked.

"I might ask you the same question, sir," the rodent asked. 

The impertinence...

"You don't have any idea who I am," I said.

"Yes, I do, sir, but I don't believe you know who I am," the rodent said.

"Of what consequence is that? This is my house."

"Yes, sir, but this is my kitchen, and you really shouldn't be here."

"I'll have you know..." I began, but then Kat entered the kitchen.

"There you are!" she said as she wrapped her paws around my arm. "We should get out of Bertrand’s way. Come with me."

"But I..."

"You don't want to spoil your homecoming, do you?" she asked.

She had that look on her face that said I was really going to regret it if I didn't fall in line. It doesn't matter how many mates you have–if you're not getting along with one of them, it might as well be all of them. I let her lead me into the dining room.

"Where's Randall?" I asked.

"He's gone to Baast."

Ramses and Baast have been adversaries for generations. We finally had the upper hand now (no small thanks to my sniffing out their two latest attempts at treachery. I'm not a Champion of the Empire for nothing, you know.)

"Why would Randall go over to the Baastards?" I asked.

"He hasn't gone over to them," she laughed. "Ambassador Pompuis finally made him an offer he couldn't refuse."

"Ahhh," I said, wisely.

Pompuis was appointed Ramses' ambassador to the Baastards once their latest defeat was finalized in the Nipper War treaty. The Ambassador had coveted Randall since the night we’d held the Admiral's retirement party here on the estate.

"Well, I hate losing Randall," I said. Randall would never let the kitchen staff get as uppity as that rodent. "I need to talk with his replacement before things get out of hand. You must introduce me."

"But you've already met Bertrand."

"What do you mean? I just got home last night," I began, and then realized what she was saying. "You’re not serious."

"Why not?” Kat said, crossing her arms.

"But he's a mouse!"

"So?" Kat said, and there was a definite chill developing in the air. "Do you have a problem with my decision?"

The great start we’d gotten off to the night before was deteriorating rapidly. Of course Kat was taking it personally–household decisions were her territory as pride prima, and there I was, just home and putting my paws firmly in it.

"No, of course not,” I said, searching for the right phrase to fix it all. “It's just that..."

Fortunately, I was given more time to think of just what it was, as the door opened and Admiral Jock Planck marched in. I had never thought that any good would come of Kat's father living on the estate, but this was one of those rare moments when I was proven wrong. 

Captain Butcher sauntered into the kitchen behind the Admiral. 

"Ahhh! Hail the returning hero!" shouted Butcher, his one, unpatched eye glinting. 

But the Admiral had already picked up on the tension

"There's my girl," the Admiral said. "Marpha said it was time for us to come up for dinner."

"Almost. Excuse me while I check with Bertrand," Kat said, and with a last withering glance at me minced off into the kitchen, tail held high.

"When I start to wonder where the expression 'catty' comes from, I get these reminders," I muttered under my breath.

"Trouble at Championvilla already?" Butcher winked as he poured himself a glass of Crème d’Ambroisie. "And you just got back."

Championvilla was Butcher's pet name for the estate–ever since the Admiral took up residence and doubled the local Champion of the Empire population. He did it less for my benefit than to razz the Admiral, but his commander wasn't taking the bait. Retirement had had a mellowing effect on Admiral Jock Planck.

"Females can be a handful, son," he said, giving me a nod. "You just have to give them rein sometimes."

Son? That would never have come out of the Admiral's mouth a few months ago; this was his daughter we were talking about.

"I know, I know, Jock," I said, grateful for the fraternity. "I just can't believe she made a mouse our chief cook."

The chill that had left with Kat returned–it must be hereditary–as Jock abruptly changed back into Admiral Planck.

"And what," he asked, "is wrong with Bertrand?"

"Well, he's a mouse," I said, never having been one who could tell when to stop. "And you know how they are."

"Major Tom, I used to think you had no sense at all," the Admiral glared. "I was obviously correct in my assessment, you closed-minded fool."

He stormed out of the dining room.

"What got his hackles up?" I asked.

"You just stepped all over the old man's feelings, is all. He recommended the mouse," Butcher said, patting me on the back with his free hand as he downed his liquor. "Bertrand was his cook on Sabertooth."

The Admiral's table had been legendary; even being his son-in-law and Champion of the Empire had never won me an invitation to test out the myth.

"Well, he may be a good cook, but he shouldn't be in charge of the kitchen. Mice aren't forceful enough for command."

"You don't know Bertrand," Butcher said. "That's one mouse even I wouldn't cross."

"You mean he's more like a rotter?" I asked. Butcher had lost his eye and made his name with the Admiral in the Rotter Wars. "I would think that your experience with them..."

"You don't know what you're talking about. Mice aren't rotters!" Butcher said, and slammed his glass down on the counter so hard that it shattered. "Now you've gotten my hackles up."

He cradled the bottle of Crème under his arm, and staggered after the Admiral; Kat returned from the kitchen just in time to see him leave.

"Dinner is served," Bertrand said as he carried the salmon behind her. He came to a stop and looked quizzically around the empty room.

"Now what have you done?" Kat demanded.
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It was a tradition for the pride to gather together on the night of my return from a tour–one big, happy family around the table. Of course, gathering my three mates, the Admiral, Butcher (who always seemed to be visiting) and the 16 cubs that made up my pride around one table wasn't technically possible, even in Championvilla, so the gathering would be spread through the formal dining room and the adjoining dens on the first floor.

That celebration would have to wait for another night. Kat was no longer in the mood to watch me hold court and regale the pride with tales of my exploits. She sent Bertrand down to the Admiral's cottage with some salmon, and for the rest of us it was catch as cat can from the buffet. 

I took my welcome home dinner alone on the upper patio. The moon was at the half, just enough light over the estate to sparkle here and there, casting soft shadows that made the scene more romantic than a stark full moon ever could. I sucked down a piece of salmon and sighed as I reminisced of what could have been. By and large, Baathsheba and Marpha took their cues from Kat, so there would be no joy in Championvilla tonight.

From my perch I could see Bertrand making his way up the path from the Admiral's cottage, laden with dinnerware. Mice are usually clumsy in the dark, so I was impressed with how well he navigated the path until I noticed his goggles; he was obviously compensating for his genetic weakness with night-vision.

I really didn't have anything personal against the mouse, or mice for that matter. He could definitely cook, as the salmon attested. My problem was with the placement of a mouse in the upper levels of any sort of command structure; mice just don't genetically have any leadership ability. True, we only had a couple of cats working with him in the kitchen, but it just wasn’t the natural order of things. I doubted the submission they had proffered Randall would be transferred to any rodent for long. 

It looked like Bertrand was already losing control. It wasn’t proper for the head chef to be acting as server–he should have been able to send one of his underlings to retrieve the Admiral's leftovers.

I let my focus wander back to where the Admiral's cottage sat at the edge of the grounds, further away even than the servants' quarters. Kat had wanted her father close, but not too close; the old codger had enough problems with having been retired without losing his independence, too. Kat would insist I fix things with him, but I'd made him so hissy that he and Butcher might hole up there for days.

A shift in the shadows beyond the cottage caught my attention, as someone slid down the perimeter wall and disappeared into the shadows of the trees below. Another shape went quickly over as I watched.

"Jock Tom," I sighed. “That’s my boy.”

I had hoped our first-born had straightened up after I caught him with nip and read him the riot act over a year ago. All my communications with Kat during my tour had indicated that everything was going well, but then she had
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