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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
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