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EMPEROR OCTAVIO GATHERED us all in the war room immediately. As unnecessary as Octavio’s trial had been (and as disastrous as it had been for Yours Truly), it had at least had the benefit of bringing all of Command to the Hall of State. 

Head of the army High Duke, General Katz, Imperial Marines General Patinson, Mack for Military Intelligence, the Admiral himself representing Fleet, and myself–just because I’m a Champion–sat about the conference table with Octavio and his brother Furdinand, while a handful of junior officers lined the walls. There was no shortage of lashing tails as we watched the debrief video Mack had assembled as it ran on the vidscreen.

The Quartz-Ramses transit station had transmitted a report that Canine saucers had entered the Quartz sector in force before all communications went down. We didn’t know why they had taken Quartz, although it might have been because both the Lynx and I had jumped to Canix from that system. They may have been concerned that one or the other of us would do it again–I’ll leave it to you to decide which one of us worried them more–and wished to block any further ingress to their homeworld. Still, it seemed unlikely that this was a purely defensive move. Lord Phylo–that devious canine–was not one to sit back and wait, and I knew he was up to more than just taking that system from us.

General Katz insisted that we reinforce our fleet in the Quartz sector immediately. His faction in the recent insurrection against Octavio had also been the largest portion of the fleet in Quartz, and he wished to halt any further weakening of his own position. Katz proposed that he himself take the only three battle cruisers that had been outfitted with Reggie’s jumpers and hop into Quartz, while at the same time rushing the remainder of our ships through the transit-point.

“If anyone is going to lead our troops into battle, General, it will be me,” Octavio said. “I will not have more systems go to the dogs.”

I think that Octavio was so eager to reassert his primacy as Emperor that he would have gone right then. But cooler heads prevailed. 

Mack and the Admiral alternately pointed out that even though Reggie Pelage’s research had made our fleet far more capable of handling the slobberers, they still had a mobility advantage. They didn’t require jump-points, and could decide to invade our own system at any time, and from any direction. We had no idea what the conditions were in Quartz; best we reconnoiter first.

Which naturally called for Yours Truly to be sent on yet another mission.

The bulk of the military leadership were dismissed to attend to their duties, leaving Max, the Admiral, Furdinand and myself with Octavio to iron some things out.

“Are you certain that you are up to this, Colonel? You seemed a bit... noncommittal in the Hall,” Octavio said.

“It is understandable, with what Quin put him through,” Mack said.

“Thankfully, that had no permanent effect on your succession, Brother,” Furdinand said.

“And I have you to thank for that, Brother,” Octavio said, “but can we be certain that was all that she did to him?”

So, I was not only taking a bath for being unable to confirm his right to the throne; now Octavio was suspicious that I might be even more of a liability.

“I assure His Majesty that, aside from that unfortunate disconnect between what Emperor Maxamillian told me and the memory that Quin replaced it with, I am frisky and ready to go,” I said with all the confidence I could muster.

“From what my team discovered at the site, all her efforts seemed to be centered on replacing his knowledge of Emperor Maxamillian’s wishes,” Mack said.

“Even without that, they had already succeeded in distracting our attention sufficiently to allow them to make their move,” the Admiral said.

“Let us hope that is all there was to it–,” Octavio paused before adding, “Admiral.”

His hesitation as he decided what to call the cat whom he now knew to be his father resulted in an awkward silence in the room. Finally, Mack spoke.

“We have much to learn of the nature and distribution of the slobberers’ forces, Your Majesty. Your stealth Pincer is equipped with the new jumper, too. To be certain that we have our best eyes on the sector, I suggest that we send both Colonel Tom and the Lynx,” he said.

“Very well. We will have much to sort out, when this is over, but let’s get there first. To your duties!” Octavio said.
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AS SOON AS I WAS RELEASED I called Shadow to the capital, then changed into my stealth suit as I awaited her arrival; Liz's team had found it at the warehouse where I had been held, so Quin must have had some other way to sneak in and out of the building. 

I piloted Shadow out to near the Ramses-Quartz station, fully cloaked. There was no sign of slobberer saucers in system, but there was also no word coming through from Quartz. The transit connection also seemed to have been severed, so even if we had wanted to launch High Duke General Katz’s offensive, we couldn’t get there through the transit point. If we had sent the only three warships in the fleet that were equipped with Reggie’s jumper, it would have been suicide.

Octavio may have intended that the Lynx and I cross over to Quartz together, but Ambrose and Cubbie hadn’t arrived yet. We didn’t know how long we could afford to be in the dark about what the slobberers were up to. So you see, I had very good reasons to go on ahead that had nothing to do with my desire to one-up the Lynx. That was just a happy coincidence.

“Drop us in near Lamia–it will give us some cover,” I said.

“We should coordinate our approach with Cubbie and Ambrose before we go in,” Shadow said.

“I don’t need a babysitter. I can handle this just fine on my own,” I grumbled.

“Don’t get your back up. You know that everyone still loves you, right?” Shadow said.

Of course they did–everyone loves Herc Tom, Champion of the Empire. But it wouldn’t hurt to give them something to remind them how good I am.

“Punch it, Shadow,” I said. 

“Sure thing, Tiger,” she said.

She spooled up Reggie’s jumper–that unflattering donut around her middle that she would have been complaining about if I wasn’t already in my own mood–and we squeezed on through to the Quartz sector. I experienced the usual stretching and juicing of my brain into a useless puddle of unrelated cells. It was good that I had Shadow there to keep an eye on things while I struggled to regain coherence. I could see shadows floating by through the blur, as though we were in an asteroid field.

“Where–are–we?” I asked.

“In orbit over Lamia. We’re in a good spot for now–they seem to have gathered their saucers near both transit stations,” Shadow reported. “There are about thirty by each.”

“What’s that orbiting with us?” I asked.

“Some pieces of Salmon Stalker. They do not appear to have done so well,” she said.

We had only had a small contingent in Quartz, a handful of ships in system, more as an early warning system against Canine–or Baastian–aggression. There was also a minor base on Lamia itself, and the crews and fighter wings on the two transit stations, but they wouldn’t have held out against that many saucers.

My eyes had cleared enough to give my addled brain some images to process. There was so little left of Salmon Stalker that I didn’t know how Shadow had been able to identify the ship, but there were also some saucer fragments mixed in. The cruiser had been equipped with Reggie’s special shielding against the slobberers’ blue lightning; the saucers most likely hit Salmon Stalker with it first, expecting it to disable the cruiser, so the crew had gotten off a surprise shot on that one saucer before Stalker was taken out by their beam weapon.

“What about the base below us?” I asked.

“It looks like our Pincers were all destroyed on the ground, but the base is fairly untouched. I’m reading life signs from what looks like the garrison’s full complement,” Shadow said.

“I don’t suppose troops trapped on the ground pose a threat to Phylo. What about the stations?” I asked.

“The canines have stormed both and appear to be in control. Quartz-Ramses is shut down, but Quartz-Baast is still active.”

“Hack into the saucers’ communications and let’s see what we can find out,” I said.

“Already ahead of you, Tiger,” Shadow said. “They’ve sent saucers through to Baast from here to join up with their main invasion fleet. The saucers in Quartz are just here to keep Ramses from sending aid to the Baastian resistance.”

“So–they know that we haven’t shared our counter-weapons with the Baastards yet, and decided to take them out first while they were easy pickings,” I said.

We had tried to enter into a mutual defense pact with Baast–it would have been awkward, aligning with the untrustworthy Baastards, but it was their stubbornness that kept us from agreement. Supreme Leader Pang liked me well enough–he might have given in if I had been the one to broach the subject. Well, no use mewling over spilled cream. 

“Reasonably good analysis, Tiger–for a mere feline,” Shadow said.

“That's right–I'm more than just a pretty face,” I said. “I wonder how long we have before they turn their attention on Ramses.”

“Unknowable,” Shadow said. “Phylo led his fleet through with Minister Tong onboard, and they were broadcasting a message of solidarity.” 

“They're hoping to put Tong back in control by inspiring a counter-revolution,” I said. “If they succeed, it won't be long before they're at our door. We need to report. Take us back home.” 

As much as I hated going through transit dysphoria again, an attempt to send a message through to Ramses from where we were would have been detected by any slobberers in the Quartz system. So we jumped.

Shadow sent her data packets to Command, while I recovered my equilibrium and the rest of my senses. The effects from taking two jumps so close together lasted much longer, but once I finally had my brain back with the rest of me, I filed my report. We learned that the Lynx had gone through to Quartz before we returned, but he hadn't reported back yet, so that was a win for Yours Truly.

It was time for next steps, but it wasn't necessary to tell Shadow this. It's nice to have someone on your team who can read your mind. Sometimes.

“I've calculated a direct route to Baast,” Shadow said.

I hadn't been sure how I would deal with two additional jumps after what I'd already been through–one more would be debilitating enough.

“Of course you have,” I said gratefully. “We need to see how things stand there.”

“We need to see about Jock,” Shadow said.

Shadow may have been AI, but she was family, too.

“Yes, I suppose we need to see about him as well,” I said.

Sure, our first duty was to suss out the situation on Baast, but Kat's and my firstborn was attaché to our ambassador there. Things would not go well for anyone who opposed the slobberers, and even though our embassy might be able to claim some sort of immunity under normal circumstances, this war with the slobberers did not fall under normal circumstances
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