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It’s good to be Champion of the Empire.

I sat on my second floor balcony, getting some sun as I enjoyed poached salmon and surveyed the well-manicured grounds. My younger cubs prowled about in mock battles, or played hide and seek in the gardens. I could see all the way to the perimeter walls surrounding Championvilla. That was the name Butcher–the Admiral’s one-eyed second in command–had given my estate, and it had stuck. It was even more true when he and The Admiral had moved in, and the Ramses Empire’s only two Champions resided there. Of course, Championvilla lost its monopoly once Ambrose became the third Champion of the Empire. 

No, The Lynx didn’t live there with us. It’s not as though we’re related, and neither of us would go out of our way to chum about with each other. Our few collaborations have been forced, with each of us trying to outdo the other. It’s in the nature of us Champions to be competitive. The Lynx deserved the honors bestowed on him, but the furball should remember that I was the first. 

Not that it had mattered lately, my practically being under house arrest. I pushed the injustice of my situation out of my mind. No point getting hissy about it, Herc. The sunlight warmed my fur just enough to make me purr.

No need to go about saving the empire from the Baastards. Or the slobbering Canines. Or even the Rotter Dame and her minions. There were no new plots from former Empress Isabella. No one was begging me to save Ramses from anything. I could lay back and enjoy the sun and my suspension.

Unfair, really. It wasn’t my fault Inga Quin abducted and brainwashed me, and she didn’t make me cast that many doubts on Octavio’s succession to the imperial throne. And I wasn’t responsible when the clone Quin made of me almost assassinated the emperor.

I did stop Copy Cat, after all. I saved the emperor, as well as Supreme Leader Pang. That should have counted for something. I suppose it did–at least I wasn’t locked away in the depths of the Ministry. I could relish my time here with my pride.

Who should I spend time with first?

I could see my youngest mate hiding among the bushes below. Marpha had recaptured some of her kittenish nature playing with our cubs. She was fetching, but probably not in the right mood. She hadn’t been at all receptive when I tried to interrupt her games yesterday. Or the day before, or... 

No use mewling over spilt milk. I would find one of my other mates.

I left the balcony and hunted along our mansion’s maze of corridors. An amazing aroma sidetracked me, and I wound up in the kitchen. 

There was some clattering about in the pots and pans. A young mouse–Timothy–was stowing away the implements from today’s lunch. His father–Master Chef Bertrand–was supervising his daughter Deborah in the making of some sort of rich cream sauce. There was some more of today’s salmon set aside to cool before being put up. I reached a paw over the pan and speared a fillet.

“You’ve had enough!”

A chocolate brown paw slapped mine, and the fillet fell back into the pan. I smiled at my second mate.

“Baathsheba. I’ve been looking for you.”

“Looks more like you’ve been looking to fatten yourself up some more.” She poked at my belly. “You have more than enough there.”

A lesser cat might have been hurt by this observation, but I was a realist. Of course I’d put on a little weight, but what would you expect, stuck at home with nothing else to do. But there were remedies for that.

“Let’s you and I go upstairs and get some exercise,” I purred. 

I backed her toward a food prep table, but Bertrand rapped a spoon on the counter.

“Not in my kitchen!”

“We’re just leaving,” I said.

I reached around Baathsheba to guide her toward the stairs. I would have started kneading her back as we climbed, but she pushed my paws away.

“Hercules, you just had your claws in salmon!” She sniffed. Her whiskers twitched. “And you smell like you haven’t cleaned up from lunch. Maybe not from breakfast, either.”

“I’ve had things on my mind.”

“Yes, I know. Thinking about how sick you are of being stuck here, of being just another resident instead of the center of the universe.”

That was a bit harsh. It almost hurt. If I hadn’t known how justified I was... 

“Besides, I don’t have time to exercise you. I have an appointment in the capital.”

She stalked down the hall on the way to the garage. Well, that was her loss. 

That left my first mate. Ahh, Katrina... 

But first, I decided I’d better spruce myself up.

After giving myself a thorough lick and polish, I went looking for Kat. I found her sunning on the south patio. She was reading Catch as Cat Can–one those mystery romances she liked. 

“Found you at last!”

I ambled up behind her chaise and nuzzled her neck, but she just raised the book a little higher and continued reading.

“Couldn’t you find someone else? I’ve been trying to finish this book ever since you came home.”

“I thought you and I could spend some quality time together.”

I tried to slide onto the chaise alongside her, but she pushed me off.

“I think we’ve had quite enough of that.”

“Quite enough?” That wasn’t like her–or any of the ladies. “Since when do you get enough of me?”

“Since you’ve come home and had nothing else to do but pester us.”

“Pester you?”

“You know, our lives do amount to more than just waiting for you to want our attention.” 

“But I even got cleaned up.”

“Oh, that’s a nice change.” She buried that cute nose of hers in the book. “But not today.”

I would have continued working on her, and I would have inevitably won. But Haarvey–one of mine and Baathsheeba’s clowder–pounced onto the patio.

“Hey Paw! There’s a phone call for you.”

“Just take a message and tell them I’ll call them back.” 

I turned back to my efforts with Kat, but she blocked me with a raised paw. And Haarvey hadn’t left yet. I wonder where he got his persistence from.

“He said it was important.”

“Who is he?”

“General Mackerel.”

“Machiavelli?”

“Yes, Mackerelli–that’s it.”

Mack was the head of Ramses Military Intelligence, and my old boss.

“Maybe something bad has happened and they need me.”

“Thank the gods.” Kat returned to her book. “You better go see what he wants.”

I rushed into the house and picked up the phone.

“What is it, Mack?”

“I need you to come in. Meet me in my office.”

“I’m still under house arrest. You’ll need to send an escort.”

“That won’t be necessary. Your suspension has been revoked.”

“On my way!”

I rushed to my closet and slipped into my dress uniform. Well, maybe slipped wasn’t quite the word. Squeezed might have been more appropriate. But I was still able to get into it, and that’s what counts.
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I drove my convertible to the capital with the top down. The wind riffled through my fur. I relished the feeling–something that I couldn’t experience in Shadow’s sealed cockpit. Of course, I didn’t need to wear goggles in my stealth fighter, but in the car it was either that or squint all the way into the Ministry.

Shadow hadn’t been an option, anyway. The powers that be had decided it made no sense for me to have access to my stealth fighter or my stealth suit during my suspension. Shadow was secured in a hanger near the Ministry. I’m sure she missed me as much as I did her.

Heads turned in my direction as I arrived. I cut quite a dashing figure, and I knew it. I parked in my reserved spot and clawed my fur back into place. There are certain expectations of a Champion of the Empire, after all.

The guards saluted smartly as I entered the Ministry. There was no trace of the disrespect that had been evident in the first month after my return from Baast. Being filmed disembarking from General Katz’s brig hadn’t presented me in the best light, but we seemed to finally be getting past it.

I found Mack pacing by the window in his office. He looked at me as I entered.

“Well, you’ve certainly let yourself go to pot. You’ll need to make a better impression than that.”

“I think one of my people may have washed it wrong.” I secured the button at my waist.

“You’d best manage your appearance if you expect your time as felis non grata to come to an end.”

Well, as far as I was concerned, it should have already. Those minor incidents with Isabella’s escape, and not being able to get past Inga Quin’s brainwashing were not my fault. How many times would I need to remind them that I’d saved the emperor’s life?

“Nice to see you, too, Mack.” I took a seat in front of his desk. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this summons? Is there something amiss?”

He sat behind his desk. “Everything appears to be under control.”

General Machiavelli was head of Ramses Military Intelligence. For a cat as fanatically suspicious and curious as Mack, the appearance of normalcy was not at all reassuring. He studied me over steepled claws. A cat who’d spent less time around Mack would have gotten his back up, but not Yours Truly.

“Have you experienced any residual effects from what Quin did to you?” he asked.

Still doubting me, was he? Sure, I had some recurring headaches from the treatment I’d undergone to undo her brainwashing, but I could now clearly remember that Emperor Maxamillian wanted Octavio to succeed him. My implanted obsession with Colonel Tulin had been dealt with as well.

“No, we’ve been over that enough times. I’ve passed all the tests.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“What does that mean? I was told I passed.”

He waved my question aside.

“We’ll be having a delegation from Baast in the capital next month, and we can’t afford to have any more surprises from you. The Emperor will expect you to be in top form.”

“That sounds like something for the diplomatic core to deal with.”

I have never been one for the diplomatic life. Mind you, I’m more than capable of acting the part when necessary, but these sorts of affairs and the people who attend them can be a bore. I hate my celebrity being abused for this sort of thing–it cheapens the whole Champion of the Empire vibe.

“It’s going to be a high profile affair, with full state honors. Pang is coming.”

Baast’s Supreme Leader Pang was going to visit Ramses? Well, then–of course they’d want Yours Truly involved. Of all the cats on Ramses, I’d been the first to be awarded Baast’s Order of the People, and that was by Pang himself after I saved him from Minister Tong’s coup. Pang had a soft spot for me, but he and the rest of Baast’s leadership could be so stiff and straight-laced. It was entirely too much drudgery to ask a Champion of the Empire to put up with.

“If it’s all the same, I’ll pass on the honor.”
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