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Of course, it was all about me.

Sure, there was the Emperor, and the worlds of the Empire, and the Nipper War Treaty, and the peace of the galaxy all hanging in the balance, but it still came down to this cat, didn’t it? Well, how else would you want it to be? They don’t call me Champion of the Empire for nothing.

Well, maybe I’m not being entirely fair, since I’m not the only Champion of the Empire in this family. I looked across The Claw of Friendship’s executive cabin, to where my father-in-law Jock Planck–Admiral Jock Planck to you–lounged on the exquisitely upholstered silk couch and took advantage of a lull in the trip to catch a cat nap. Can’t say as I blamed him–at his age he needed the rest. We’d arrive at Baast in a couple of hours, and then he’d have to shake off his retirement and take command of our embassy.

It was hard to believe that the old battle-claw had been assigned the role of Ambassador–diplomacy had never been his strong suit. But when the Emperor commissions you with a task, it doesn’t usually occur to you to say no, and the Admiral was a stickler for protocol (notwithstanding the insubordination in the Nipper War that gained him his Champion of the Empire status; the same sort of initiative that got me the honor first. Funny how that works), so when Emperor Maxamillian recalled Ambassador Pompuis to Ramses and selected the Admiral as his replacement, what else was he to do? 

Kat returned to the cabin and saw the state her father was in, so she minced quietly across the carpet and studied him with me. With his spectacles sliding down his nose, and his whiskers barely quivering from his purring, he looked like a kindly old grandfather. Almost made me sorry that he was going to be leaving us.

“Look at him, the poor dear. I’m not sure he’s up to this,” she whispered.

“Just don’t let him hear you say that,” I said.

“Say what?” the Admiral asked, one eye popping open as he shook himself back into an upright position.

Don’t say it, I thought with my eyes, but I guess my eyes weren’t loud enough.

“We were just saying that it’s good that you’re getting some rest,” Kat said.

“At my age, huh?” the Admiral huffed. 

She was the one who said it, but of course she was his precious daughter, so his glare was focused on me. Like I said, I was almost sorry that he was leaving us.

I was saved from the opportunity to clear myself as Bertrand, the mouse who was our Master Chef, entered the cabin with a tray of poached salmon, which he proffered to his old commanding officer. 

Bertrand would be taking charge of the embassy’s kitchen, but I thought this a foolhardy posting. The Baastians aren’t as civilized as we are on Ramses; they may call themselves feline, but they haven’t yet given up warm-blooded prey, so despite how exceptional a cook the mouse was, they were less likely to see him as a Master Chef than as an appetizer. But Bertrand would not hear of someone else preparing food for the Admiral, especially in that den of assassins. 

“Ah, Bertrand! I am badly in need of your salmon,” the Admiral lamented as he speared a chunk from the plate. “I doubt there is anyone else who can get it soft enough for these old teeth of mine.”

“I’m sure Randall would have managed just fine,” I said witlessly; I didn’t want to lose Bertrand’s cooking, either.

My attempt to ignore the Admiral’s sideways attack failed on a number of points. Randall was a talented cat, and had been the Master Chef on our estate before outgoing Ambassador Pompuis had tempted him away to Baast, but he didn’t have half the skills that the mouse did. Not only was I wrong to even hint at comparing the two, the Admiral was particularly defensive of Bertrand, whom had served as his personal chef aboard Sabretooth, and was one of the unsung heroes of the Rotter War. Plus, the Admiral had brought the mouse into our home to replace Randall, whose loyalty he questioned for leaving our service.

“Why would any self-respecting Ramsean choose to live among the Baastards?” the Admiral asked.

“Sir, you can’t keep calling them that,” Jock Tom said.

Our oldest looked rather spiffy in his mint green diplomatic corps uniform–a chip off the old block if I so say so myself. He would be serving as attaché to his Grandfather, and was taking the posting very seriously. The Admiral gave him a look as if to say “who are you to tell me how to talk”, but it didn’t last more than a second. It was hard for the old cat to stay mad at his favorite daughter’s first-born–especially since Jock had been named after him.

“The cub is right–best not let your new friends hear you calling them that,” Captain Butcher said. He had a half-empty bottle of Crème d’Ambrosie under his arm, but having found his space legs, he didn’t stagger as much as he might have planet-side.

“I forgot that I brought you along for your diplomatic expertise. Thank you for reminding me,” the Admiral smiled.

I can still hear the gossips in the Imperial Court hissing about the Admiral’s choice of his former second in command as his chief of staff. Traditionally, this was the sort of position that would be given to a younger member of the aristocracy, a first posting in a series of entitlements. It was, of course, the Ambassador’s choice...

“But look at him! He spends so much time on the sauce, I don’t know if anyone has ever seen him sober. The humiliations our Emperor’s honor will suffer. And that ludicrous eyepatch!”

Well, maybe it wasn’t all jealousy–Captain Butcher didn’t cut a very dignified figure, although to hear him tell it, the eyepatch did serve as an attraction to certain of the ladies. Be that as it may, the intrigues of courtiers made it impossible for them to conceive of Butcher’s primary value: they had little experience of someone you could trust to have your back and a knife at the same time. The Admiral knew he could trust his second with his life, and already had many times beyond nine.

I envied Admiral Jock Planck that–he was the kind of cat who inspired loyalty from his crews; actually, everyone he came in contact with wanted to live up to his standards. Me–I’ve always been a solitary type. Oh, I have my mates and my pride, but other than that it is all pretty much just me. The closest thing I’ve had to a trusted confidant in the corps is General Machiavelli, and he’s been willing to throw me to the dogs when it suited him or the Empire. And even Mack put his neck on the line for the Admiral.

My reverie was interrupted by the steward’s voice over the intercom.

“Colonel Tom, you’re needed on the bridge.”

“Duty calls,” I said, thankful to get out of the glare of the Admiral’s disapproval.

Remind me: why was I going to miss having him around?

It wasn’t really much of a duty. After the Nipper War, I was given command of our forces in the Quartz sector–that really amounts to the stations guarding both of the transfer points–the Q-R point leading from here to Ramses, and the Q-B point which we were about to pass through to reach Baast. When we arrived on the bridge, Lamia was receding from view–the source of the nip that the Baastards tried to use to defeat us, as well as the scene of the heroics that awarded me my Champion of the Empire fame.

This being the only jump path between us and our perennial enemies, extra precautions were required to make the passage. The many treacheries of Baast made it foolhardy to just allow anyone to travel between the systems. A single Baastard would be all that was required to carry their next chemical or biological attack, and no treaty would stop them from trying. 

All the needed codes and protocols were already in The Claw of Friendship’s computer, so my presence was really a formality, just as it had been when we entered the Quartz sector from Ramses. 

“All seems to be in order,” said station chief Winslow on the viewscreen. “I just need–”

“This is Colonel Hercules Tom aboard The Claw of Friendship. You may let us pass,” I said on cue.

“Thank you, sir,” Winslow said.

An impressive figurehead am I.
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We were met on the Baast side of the jump point by an escort of five Spitzes–what passed in the Baastian fleet as their top of the line fighters. Funny how, with all their biological and chemical capabilities, they still lagged behind us in electronics and pure warcraft. Of course, what would you expect of a race without a drop of honor in their blood. 

A fine diplomat I would have made.

“None of them have a drop of honor,” the Admiral said.

As I said.

“Now, now,” Butcher scolded. “Honesty is no longer the best policy.”

The three of us stood on The Claw’s bridge for the approach to Baast, and docked at the Ramsean orbital station that the Baastians tolerated as part of the Nipper War Treaty. Not that we expected the shifty Baastards to attempt another open invasion, but if they did we wanted as much warning as possible.

The Claw of Friendship wasn’t built for planetary descent, so our party disembarked and transferred to the diplomatic shuttle. Our Spitz escort led us to the surface in a spiral descent, taking us around The People’s City (their clumsy name for the capital–it was called Leonedia before their ‘Glorious Revolution’ fifty-five years ago.) We were being given an aerial tour in an attempt to impress; they did have quite a few spires, but grey, utilitarian steel and glass, broken up by the ever-present, story-high banner and vidscreen depictions of Supreme Leader Pang couldn’t help but come across as dismal against the bright marble artistry of Ramses–our classically derived architecture has a soul. I’d only seen the capital this close once before, but that was at night, on a stealth mission in the woods to the northwest. At the time, I was more focused on making a rendezvous with Marpha and saving my cub’s life, so I took advantage of the Baastard’s braggadocio to study the lay of the land.

Our embassy was at Kingsmane, a walled estate fifty kilometers southwest of the capital, isolated both by distance and the guard posts the Baastards had set around the perimeter. Their mission wasn’t to protect the embassy–we had a small contingent of Ramsean Marines for that. The estate had been built by one of the Leonedis, back when Baast still had such a thing as nobility–before the assassination upon coup upon rebellion upon coup that had transferred control between the various less-than-worthy factions that passed for society on Baast. The latest installment under Comrade Pang had touted itself as the end of all oppression, but after a few years Comrade Pang became Supreme Leader Pang, and the oppression resumed.

Our escort veered away as we landed on a pad edged with gardens at the estate’s northern edge. The Baastards had presented us with this estate for our diplomatic mission, couching it in oily, obsequious insistence of what
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