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Foxtrot: Part 1

     Spurro Subnaltie, 28 years old, peered through the cockpit window of his small spacecraft on approach to the red gas giant just ahead. As the titanic planet slowly spun on its axis, Spurro gazed absently at its night-darkened surface, noting the swirling clouds and scattered electrical storms that dominated its atmosphere. 

     The craft he piloted had tapering fuselage with wide airfoils situated near the back. On top, retractable metal meshes, resembling Chinese paper fans radiated the heat created by the ship’s nuclear fusion reactor into space._*

     Inside, his vessel was dark and control panels cast eerie lights upon the walls and across his shadowed face. A soft, muffled roaring resonated inside the cockpit from the VASIMR engine located behind it. A twinkling blue glow, barely visible through the side portion of his windshield, was the only visual hint of the big engine’s presence. 

     Gauges showing speed, fuel, altitude, leveling, and such were holographic displays that hovered in midair above a dashboard rather than being built into it. There were four holographic displays arranged across the top of Spurro’s windshield in a half circle pattern that gave him a 360-degree view of the space surrounding his ship. A display to his left showed various readings on his surroundings such as radiation levels, gas compositions, and radar signals, while one to his right tracked local space traffic.

     Strings of paper fluttered in the breeze that flowed from the humming air conditioner above Spurro’s head. The fan was on high. 

     A small prayer book lay open in Spurro’s lap. He tried to read it but he barely made it passed the first paragraph before giving up again. He slowly closed the book and his eyes, taking a deep breath of the frosty air around him. It was like a flowing mountain stream to him as it gently passed over the sensitive leaf-like flap of skin on the end of his nose and through his nostrils, soothing his tormented mind. The sweet scent of a cedar pine native to his dusky and distant homeworld mingled with breeze. It made him smile despite his grief. He opened his eyes and looked out his cockpit window again.

     He noted a distant barren moon that orbited the gas giant emerging from its mother planet’s shadow. He adjusted his course towards the moon and increased the thrust on his VASIMR to close the distance. 

     Inside the VASIMR, (Variable Specific Impulse Magnetoplasma Rocket), hydrogen propellant stored in fuel tanks was first ionized by radio waves and then guided into a central chamber threaded with magnetic fields. The ions spiraled around the magnetic field lines with a specific natural frequency. By bombarding the field lines with radio waves of the same frequency, the system heated the ions to 10 megakelvins. The central chamber was composed of a cobalt-niobium alloy in order to withstand the incredible temperatures caused by the superheated hydrogen ions. A magnetic nozzle converted the spiraling motion into axial motion, driving the ionized hydrogen (or plasma) out the back of the VASIMR rocket, thereby producing thrust. 

     A woman’s voice quoted figures over the radio inside Spurro’s cockpit. Spurro swiveled his large, cavernous ears towards the speakers in order to hear the radio better.     

     “...The Leopardian kan fell 2 points against the Foxaadi dollar to end at 27,000 today... --(I don’t know how to write proper business news so there’s going to be some missing writing here.)-- 

     Throughout the Northern Worlds and across the galaxy, national economies are constantly moving and changing. Stay tuned right here for all the latest developments. KDTS, serving the Northern Worlds with the business news that matters to you. 

     In other business news, if you own stock in either Danner Advanced Composites, or Sirus Nanotechnology, then this next report should be music to your ears...”

     Spurro listened to the figures quoted but he wasn’t paying any attention to them. 

     His brother filled his thoughts. He wanted to see Eddro’s face, to hear him laugh. He wanted to sit on the steps of the temple foyer with him and just talk about life on quiet nights the way the used to. Spurro knew that was impossible. His brother was dead. (--too distracting? may be more powerful if left as “His brother was dead.” and leave out his memories--) 

     As the radio continued to play in the back of his mind, he used a trackball to point with a cursor and open up a file on his main computer. The computer was mounted on a rotatable console next to his black leather seat. A photograph of his brother appeared on the screen. Spurro sat there pensively for a long time, just staring at the picture.

     Without warning, the image of a long, curved knife began to invade his mind. Spurro’s bottom lip began to quiver as he tried to shut the memory out, but nothing would stop the ravenous beast. The weapon’s serrated edge dripped with crimson blood. The light reflecting off the blade seemed to form a wicked, open smile. The image taunted him, as if it was challenging him to try and stop its next action. Suddenly he saw the tip of the long blade protruding from his brother’s chest. There was a face behind the dagger, laughing at him. 

     Spurro began to feel sick.

     He stared into the holographic displays on his windshield and control panels. “Was it two years ago now? Three?” he asked himself. 

     He couldn’t remember.

     Spurro’s gaze fell from the photograph and he gritted his teeth together. “Father-Creator, why did you let Edrro die?” he said. “He believed in you, he believed in justice, he believed in truth...and decency. What fault did you find in him that he would deserve that blade?” He paused. “...Were you angry at me, Father, was that it?”

     He gripped the computer screen with both hands. His voice faltered. “I could have saved him. Why did you prevent me from getting to him in time, Father-Creator? I could have saved him...” His voice trailed off. He sat silently for a long time, as if waiting for an audible answer from above but he neither heard an answer nor did he sense one in his heart.

     He turned up the flow of cold air and took another breath.

     Bright light streamed into Spurro’s cockpit. He shaded his sensitive nocturnal eyes and squinted as a star came into view, bathing the moon and its mother planet in its shining embrace. Spurro waited for the sun to move across his windshield and pass out of view as he rounded the planet to draw closer to its satellite. He blinked, relieved to be free from the intruding sun. 

     As the moon now filled his view, Spurro was able to make out its geography. He noted jagged, brown mountains and expansive desert basins, but no visible oceans or lakes. Before long, he began passing many huge, colorful, billboards. The parade of neon lights played across Spurro’s face as the flashing displays came and went. Some of them advertised restaurants, scale polish for reptiles, or soft drinks but to his chagrin, most of the billboards advertised brothels. He resolutely avoided looking at them. -- (this innuendo concerning the story universe may be inappropriate for target readers. cut these two lines?) -- 

     Two rows of strobe lights led up to a designated atmospheric reentry point marked by a huge metallic ring. Spurro knew that for air traffic reasons, it was illegal in most solar systems to enter a planet’s atmosphere just anywhere.

    Also orbiting near ring was a large space station powered by solar panels, where many freight-carrying vessels were docked in rows. Spurro saw the words “Customs/Cargo Storage” stenciled across the front of the station.

    Spurro guided his craft through the reentry point, adjusting his course ever so slightly to compensate for the gravitational pull of the gas giant. At that point, he allowed the local global positioning satellite system to take over his flight controls and guide him in towards the landing zone.

     The heat shield started to glow bright red as the craft began entering the ionosphere. Spurro flipped a switch above his head, changing from VASIMR to conventional jet engines for atmospheric flight. The backdrop of space, black and full of stars, began to fade to an eerie blue. The unearthly haze enveloped the stars like a fog over a dark cityscape.

     Entering the stratosphere, Spurro’s craft started to rattle violently as a fireball formed across the heat shield.  Soon, he was clear of the stratosphere and passing into the troposphere. The fireball dissipated, leaving only cold vertical winds and water vapor rushing under his ship’s airfoils.

     Once his craft emerged below the cloud line, Spurro was able to visually identify the settlement that the GPS was guiding him into. The town appeared to him to be nothing more than a ramshackle heap of warehouses and derelict buildings stretching over an area of two or three square kilometers. The many streets were winding and laid out with no apparent organization.

     "This is the famed Ryna Base?" Spurro remarked to himself, his brow furrowing.  Lanny made this place out to be some kind of paradise. I guess that's what I get for grabbing my intell from a ‘retired’ pirate.” His expression darkened. “It definitely looks like the kind of place Sol would be skulking.” He moved his cursor to search through the console-mounted computer again, and bring up a file. It was a document that he had opened and looked over many times before. He studied the information in the displayed document. 

     “Yes, this town is the place alright. Lanny was sure of it.” He took one more look at the photograph of his brother and then tightened his grip on the flight controls. “You can't keep running, Sol. I don’t know what’s going to happen when I get to you, but it ends here...one way or another.”

     He entered the dingy town and slowed to a hover a few feet above one of several landing pads located in an open square along the main thoroughfare through the place. -- (not sure of the proper physics in this event here. may need some rewriting.) -- His spacecraft created a towering plume of fine, brown dust as it settled on the pad. 

     Spurro shut the jet engines off and they died with a whine. He removed his safety harness and stood up to stretch, smoothing down his dark brown fur that had been ruffled during the trip. He stretched out one arm and let the attached wing fall open. He extended it to its full five-foot span. The appendage was a membrane of skin stretched tightly across three long, jointed digits and connecting to his hip. Three fingers and a thumb ending in hooked claws stood free of the membrane. His toes ended similarly in long, grasping claws. He unfolded his other wing in turn, flapped them both once, and then refolded them snugly against his forearms. 

     His stretching complete, Spurro used the free fingers to take his sidearm from a compartment in the back of his seat and slip the handgun into a holster at his side. The weapon had a cylindrical device attached underneath the main barrel. He tapped a button on his control panel and outside, thousands of tiny nanomachines were released from factories inside the ship and quickly started to reconstruct the ablative heat shield coating.

     The big claws on Spurro’s feet made clicking sounds on the metal floor as he approached the door to the outside. He adjusted his navy blue frock coat upon his shoulders and opened the door. 

     Spurro emerged onto a cracked sidewalk. He stood there momentarily, squinting his bottomless yellow eyes in the daylight as a soft wind blew against his face. The light was hard for his nocturnal eyes to adjust to, but by the familiarity of well-practiced routine, he was soon able to see clearly. 

     Spurro took in the musty odors of the old settlement and wrinkled his highly sensitive nose at the pungent smells that bombarded it. Covering his nose partially with his coat, he began to walk down the street towards one of the larger buildings, which he suspected to be a tavern. 

     Spurro drew a few curious gazes from the population full of striped, spotted, furred, scaled, and whiskered faces as he approached the entrance of the tavern. Many of those gazes quickly turned suspicious. He even received some hostile looks from a few of the shadier looking individuals that lingered around the tavern. He simply ignored the looks and continued, eyes focused straight ahead, towards the tavern. 

     Spurro knew that the crowd's reaction to him was to be expected. Bats are not particularly well liked or understood by many among the general galactic population. In a few places, the feelings degrade into outright racism. Many of the more timid souls even fear bats; especially the children, taught by parents who chose to believe the myths about Spurro’s race. Spurro hated that most of all. Among the few peoples and nations that openly dealt with, traded with, and accepted all Bats as equals and friends, were the Ocelots, Foxes, Aye-ayes, Armadillos, Tarsiers, Cuscuses, and other nocturnals. Much of the misunderstanding between Bats and the other races was no doubt influenced by Spurro's planet's long time standing as an isolationist society. Only within the past twenty years or so had Batania become a full member of the galactic community, though she has still been fighting hard for acceptance, even up to the present day.

     A parked truck in front of the tavern idled as several Rats and a Shrew leaned against the vehicle. Most of the rodents were smoking something from florescent tubes connected to a porcelain jar with an intricate floral design painted on it. After getting a whiff of the acrid smoke wafting from the jar, Spurro didn’t care to know what the substance was, but he felt it safe to assume that it wasn’t legal. Spurro’s ears moved in various directions to catch the mingled sounds of activity around him, remaining alert to any possible trouble. 

     "It still seems strange to me," he thought, "even after all these years, how these races of the light sleep during the night and are up and about at these unruly hours."  

     Spurro uncovered his nose, as it adjusted to the once overpowering aromas.

He stopped across from the tavern and stepped out onto the road to cross it. All of the sudden, a loud blast from a horn hit Spurro’s ears and a battered car screeched to a halt inches from him. The car’s doors were rusted out along the bottoms and the whole back of the car seemed to be missing.  A piece of tarp was taped to the body in place of the missing back bumper and taillights. 

     An irate Goanna leaned out of the driver’s window and started shouting some things at Spurro in a language foreign to him. He stepped back out of the street. When the driver realized that Spurro was a Bat, he immediately stopped shouting rolled up his window. He put on the gas and quickly drove on his way. Spurro saw the reptile staring it him through his mirrors with a look as if he had just escaped from the clutches of a dangerous criminal.

     “Yeah same to you buddy,” Spurro grumbled after the car had passed.

     Spurro finally made it to the tavern and as he walked through the doorway, three children that had been lingering there, a jaguar, a basilisk lizard, and a malamute, scampered back a few paces in fright. They ducked under a table, their eyes following him from a 'safe' distance back as Spurro headed towards the bar. 

     Spurro immediately felt the pang of embarrassment that he felt so often in this kind of situation.  He decided to try to appear as friendly as possible. He smiled kindly in the direction of the children and opened the flaps of his coat a little wider to appear less imposing. This action partially revealed a light grey, sleeveless Greek-style tunic underneath and a pair of navy slacks with belt that left his feet bare. He was careful not to reveal his sidearm or his wings so as not to upset the children further. The children were visibly surprised by the Bat's friendly regard. They continued to follow Spurro closely with their eyes but they seemed to be less tense than before. At least he hoped that they were. 

     Spurro approached the counter and sat down at one of the bar chairs in front of it. The waiter/owner, an older, tired looking, great Dane wearing a patched undershirt, a pair of green, knee-length pants held up by two suspenders, and a generally grumpy look on his face, turned his attention from wiping a down an empty shelf with a damp rag, towards the Bat that had just arrived at his bar. The corners of his droopy lips turned upwards in an obviously affected smile as he approached Spurro.

     "Oh a Bat, I see," the Dane said slowly, sniffing briefly with his wet, black nose. "I've never had one of you come to my tavern before. What can I do for you? I'm sorry but we don't serve anyone’s blood here I'm afraid."

     "Excuse me?" Spurro asked with a raided eyebrow. The Dane appeared surprised that Spurro didn't understand. “You Bats drink people’s blood, don't you?"

     "Of course not!” Spurro snapped. "I know the stories you've heard too well, old man, and you can bet they’re all told in unmitigated ignorance. Yes, it is true that there are three ethnic groups on our planet who drink blood, but they only drink the blood of livestock, not the blood of foreigners, other Bats, or anyone else! "

     The Dane stared at him. 

     "What? You mean you didn't know this already?"    

     The Dane shook his head.

     "Of course not...” Spurro rolled his eyes. "Never mind, just give me a glass of Iguanian ale will, you? Warm. No...on the rocks." The Dane turned to his shelf, bringing down a square-shaped bottle and poured a cup of the liquid for the Bat. Spurro grabbed the cup. "Thank you." He walked over and sat down at one of the round tables surrounding the bar. 

     Spurro surveyed the room that he was sitting in. It was dim, which made him a little happier, but it was also unkempt. The paint was missing from the walls in many places and there were shards from a recently broken bottle lying on the floor near the back. The room smelled strongly of sweat and liquor and the tables were stained from years of use. Spurro’s expression darkened to one of brooding. He turned his attention to his drink, trying to ignore the mustiness of the place. 

     He began to think of his brother again. 

     Rasha watched Spurro carefully from his seat a couple of tables down. His ear had been stitched and the tear was healing. He looked away when it looked like Spurro was going to look his way. He stared into his hands, his brow set in contemplation. He clinched his fists tightly and then slowly rose up. He began to walk towards Spurro. 

     The cat stopped just short of the table and stood behind Spurro, as if hoping the bat would take notice of him first. But Spurro continued to stare, straight ahead, drinking his ale, not yet aware of the youth's presence. The cat started forward again, cautiously, and reached out and tapped the Bat on the arm. 

     Startled, Spurro snapped his head around to stare into the inquisitive light brown eyes of the ruddy-furred feline that had approached him. As he eyed his visitor closely, Spurro guessed that the cat couldn't be more than thirteen, maybe fourteen years old. He weighed the boy in his mind. His fur was dusty in places but he found no reason to suspect the boy of any ill intentions

     Rasha took a step backwards, startled at Spurro’s sudden move. He immediately began to stammer. "Oh I...s-sorry Sir. I-I was wondering...I mean I just wanted to ask you...I mean I heard that...well I just...well..." the cat paused.

     "Speak up, kid," Spurro said. "What do you need?" Rasha’s face brightened at the invitation as he worked up a little more courage and broke a weak smile. 

     "You’re a Bat, right? Umm...I thought...I mean I was wondering...is it true...that you guys actually sleep upside down and things like that?” The cat saw a frown form on Spurro's face. He quickly tried to back himself up with a renewed smile. "I’ve never met a real Bat before. I kinda heard...I mean that's kinda neat, I guess...ya know...weird too, I guess...no, wait...ha-ha...not really weird but I...what I mean to say is—" 

     "No." Spurro answered abruptly, cutting the youth off. Rasha’s heart sank at the cold response but he moved to cover it up with a second question. "Oh yeah. Ha-ah. Stupid question, huh?" 

     Spurro didn't answer. 

     "Uh yeah...umm...well I also heard that bats are...blind? I mean you really can see me, right? I mean I didn't see you with a cane or—" 

     "No, we are not blind," Spurro growled. He looked away. The image of his brother and the terrible memories that accompanied it continued to run through his mind. His expression grew darker.

     The Abyssinian laughed uneasily. "Oh, okay...Then I guess you don't really suck the blood of other species, do you? Yeah. Ha-ah, I mean what a dumb idea—" Spurro rose suddenly from his seat, putting his hands down on the table and glaring at Rasha. Rasha put an arm in front his face as he stumbled backwards, visibly alarmed.

     "No, no and no!" Spurro yelled. I’m sick of your ignorance and your idiotic questions! I'm getting tired of all of you people!” He made a wide gesture around the room. “You couldn't tell a Bat from a black hole, or from anything else for that matter. Just leave me alone, kid and take your stupidity along with you!" Spurro adjusted his coat and sat back down. Rasha hung his head and stared at his feet, his ears drooping. He stood there for a few moments. "I-I'm sorry, sir. Sorry to bother you." He turned to leave. 

     Spurro continued to fume. “They’re all the same. It’s people like that who are responsible for starting the war against us twenty years ago.” He raised his ale mug to take another drink but he stopped halfway and gave an exasperated sigh. “I really need to quit drinking this kind of stuff.” He set the mug down on the table and stared straight ahead. 

     He waited.

     He grabbed the mug again and gulped down some more ale. “I tried to cut down last year, why should I have hoped this year would be any different,” he muttered.

     Spurro paused and then looked back in the direction of the departing youth. He watched the cat for a few moments and then a look of regret filled his eyes. He was ashamed. He knew his treatment of the teenager was not pleasing to his Father-Creator. He found himself painfully aware that he ended up taking his anger out on others like this a lot. There were some changes that he had been sensing in himself since Edrro’s passing that he did not like. He resolved to do better.

     Spurro called out. "Hey kid, wait!" Rasha slowly turned around to face Spurro. "No kid, I'm sorry. It’s not your fault, it’s...you're not stupid...I'm sorry. Here!" Spurro reached into his pocket and pulled out a two coins, throwing it to the Abyssinian. "Here kid, buy yourself a drink." Spurro winked at him. “The legal kind, of course.” 

     At first, the Rasha just stood there, astonished, not knowing how to respond.  Soon he allowed a grin to spread across his muzzle. "Thank you." He answered meekly, and quickly departed.

     “You’re welcome. Stay safe, kid!” Spurro called after him.

     Spurro’s smile faded and his brooding expressing returned. He finished up his ale as he let the memories of his brother fade. He walked back over to the counter to pay his bill. 

     Out of the corner of his eye, Spurro noticed two Jackals standing on either side of the doorway of the bar whom hadn't been there a few minutes earlier. They were young men, dressed in black with matching knuckle gloves. They were looking casually in Spurro’s direction. Spurro could smell trouble a mile away and it was pungent at this moment. Even the seeming insignificance of this small gathering at the door could not hide it. 

     Years of self-training and experience had taught him to sense the worst. Spurro could tell by the position of their pointed, sinister-looking ears that they were also listening to his conversation with the Dane. Spurro guessed by their dyed black fur and gold eyelid art, that these were high upper class Jackals probably looking to get into some illegitimate business in a shady outpost like Ryna. “Typical, rich boys, never satisfied with their already overgrown assets,” Spurro thought. He chose to ignore them and he turned his attention towards the tavern owner. 

     Spurro propped his elbows on the counter and spoke to the Dane, "So I hear that tavern owners are supposed to know things." The keeper gave him a single nod. "I need some info.” He took a card from his left coat pocket. It had a photograph on it with a small green circle below the picture. He laid the card out on the bar in front of the Dane. “Have you seen this Bat in the photo?” 

     The dog took a quick look at the photograph. He snorted. “Is this a joke? That’s you, mister.” 

     Spurro picked up the card and held it in front of the Dane’s face. “Check the scent profile again, pop. That’s not me.” Spurro smiled weakly. “He does look a lot like me, I admit. You could say we’re ‘family’...in a way.”

     The Dane leaned forward and sniffed the small green circle. The circle contained the particular configuration of hydrocarbons that make up an individual mammal’s unique scent. The Dane looked at Spurro again.

     “His name is Sol. He’s a ranking member of the Blue Serpent crime syndicate. I’ve heard from a reliable source that he’s here to cut an important deal with another syndicate.”   

     The Dane straightened. “Like I said before, we don’t get many Bats around here. I’ve never seen or heard of anyone like yourself on Ryna, and I’ve never smelt neither of you. But...I do know about a place where some Blue Serpents have been operating lately. They’re’ dangerous folks, them. Don’t much like uninvited guests. If I'm gonna direct you to them...I’ll need a little...extra incentive?"

     "You scoundrel...I think I like you. Here." Spurro dug out several bills from his pants pocket and put them down on the counter. The Dane looked down at the bills and then peered back up at Spurro, grinning. Spurro took out two more bills and laid them on top of the others. "There. Enough?"

     "Yes Bat, that'll do nicely." He pocketed the bills. "Head down the main street about four blocks, then turn left and go down Scorpion Street, keep going until you see a big building, bigger than any of the others around here. Turn left again at the intersection there, down Royal Street. When you reach the third alley leading off Royal Street, turn right, down that alley, the hangout is just inside, right at the front of the alley. It’s a bakery called Felix’s...at least on the outside. Oh and one more thing...if you’re a cop, make for sure you forget you ever saw me or that you ever saw so much as a single flea off the hide of one of my customers, got it?”

     Spurro smiled. “I seriously doubt you’ll have to worry about that, pop. Good day." Spurro turner around, concealing his hands inside his coat and began to head for the doorway. The Jackals were still standing there but he pretended not to see them. Just as the Jackals saw him come about face, they slipped outside and out of sight. As Spurro began to step out the door, the two Jackals reappeared, coming at him from both sides and standing before him. Each put a hand against a side of the doorframe, blocking Spurro's way. Spurro gingerly stepped back into the doorway.

     "Sooo...you're pretty tough, eh Bat. Think you're better than us diurnals?" the Jackal to Spurro’s left spoke up, a sadistic smile forming on his lips. Spurro could see a crowbar in the other Jackal's free hand.

     "You don't want to cross me. I suggest you move aside...now," Spurro said in a voice as cool as ice.

     "I don't think so, vamp." Spurro understood this term 'vamp' to be a racial slur commonly used against bats; the worst possible one. He remained unmoved, staring the Jackal straight in the eyes. "I suppose we're stupid too, eh?” the jackal continued. “Whydoncha just yell at us and tell us to go away? Come on, vamp, don't be yella'...or should I say a vamp.” The crowbar wielder cackled like that was the funniest thing he had ever heard. 

     Just then, two more Jackals came up behind Spurro, blocking his way back into the tavern. "Yeah, vamp. Why doncha?" one of the other two Jackals said. Spurro thought about reminding them that he had apologized to the Abyssinian, but he knew they wouldn't care. He was a Bat, and they were going to get him for it. That's all there was to it. By this time, all eyes in the tavern and off the street were locked on this little unfolding situation. Just as coolly as ever and never taking his eyes off the Jackal's, Spurro tried again. 

     "I am a ranking member of the Pandalo Traders and Merchants guild. I won't say it again. Move...aside."

     "Who say they gonna even know who hit ya?" The Jackal who was standing beside the one speaking tightened his grip on his crowbar and began to raise it towards Spurro. The Bat noticed that one end of the bar was razor sharp. 

     "Not yet, Pharaoh." The first Jackal said, putting his hand on the crowbar. "Gimme a minute." Suddenly, the Jackal slammed his fist, square into Spurro's face, sending him sprawling onto his back. "Get up!" the Jackal yelled. Spurro struggled to stand up and clear his head before the next strike. He saw stars and the sounds around him started to become muffled and distorted. He was able to make out two hazy forms closing in on him.

     A young, blue eyed, Lupine soldier leaned against an ornately engraved wall, repeatedly flicking a small lighter that refused to spark. The cigarette that he was trying to light hung loosely from his bottom lip. 

     The gray Wolf stood on a large patio with a shallow flight of steps leading up to it.  Round pillars engraved with the same ornate design as the wall behind him supported the awning above his head. He wore a trim grey uniform with a high, neck-hugging collar. A square cap with an emblem on the front and a short bill was perched crookedly on top of his head with only one ear coming up through the two slots in the fabric. A tuft of fur of a lighter hue poked out from under the cap. An assault rifle with a bullpup magazine configuration hung from his shoulder by a strap.

     The Wolf scowled and started flicking the lighter vigorously. Finally, it sparked and he leaned forward to catch the flame before the wind could snatch it away. The tip of the cigarette began to glow a dull red just as the flame flickered out again. He sucked in on the filter, hoping to make the most of the brief respite from his trouble.

     “Hello.” A mellow, pleasant, woman’s voice with a hint of a southern accent_* met the soldier’s ears.

     He quickly looked up to see a female Fox standing before him with her hands folded in front of her. Spread across her slender muzzle was a broad smile that exposed her pointed canine teeth. She stood in a relaxed pose with her weight resting on one leg with the other forward. 

     The youngish looking vixen was dressed neatly in a peach colored tank top with a violet turtleneck underneath and a green vest. She also wore a knee-length skirt the same color as the vest.  Though her dress was impeccable, her vivid red fur appeared somewhat unkempt, as did the thick head of a longer, more auburn fur that ran between her black-tipped ears and came down to about her shoulders, falling partially over her eyes in the front. Her bushy tail moved leisurely side to side behind her.

     The vixen kept perfect eye contact with the soldier as she waited for an answer and her smile didn’t show any signs of waning. The Wolf imagined her expression the most open and friendly he had seen all day, perhaps even the only friendly one. At first, he only stared, then he tossed his cigarette to the floor and crushed it with the heel of his boot. He straightened his cap and his posture. “Yes, may I help you, ma’am?” he said. His voice was steady and formal

     “You sure can,” the Fox answered. “I’m a tourist. I hear that this mansion is quite the sight on the inside so I reckoned I’d come on down and take a look. It’s supposed to be the big attraction around here.” She tilted her head slightly to the side. “Can I come in?”

     The Lupine raised an eyebrow. “A tourist? You’re not with the tour group that went inside just a few minutes ago?” 

     The vixen blinked. “A tour group? Um...no, I’m here on my own.”

     The soldier studied her for a moment. “You...don’t have a camera with you or anything.”

     “Am I required to have one?”

     The Wolf shrugged. “Can you show me some identification?”

     The Fox paused. “Oh, identification. Right...” She rummaged in her pocked and pulled out a wallet. She flipped it open to a card with a photograph and showed it to the soldier. “Please don’t look at the picture, it’s plain awful,” she laughed. “I’m sure you can relate. I reckon you don’t like you’re ID picture either. Who does, huh?”

     “Take it out of the wallet please, ma’am.”

     “Huh? Oh right, silly me.” She removed the card and tried to hand it to the young soldier but she fumbled and dropped it. She grabbed at the card and caught it just in time. “Oops, excuse me! Shoot, I’m a bit of a butterfingers today. I usually am on Mondays. I don’t know, it’s just one of those days, you know? I’ve been that way since I was little. ‘Little Oily-hands’, they used to call me.”

     The Wolf looked at her out of the corner of his eye but didn’t say anything as he took the card and held it up to a device in the palm of his hand. As the device began making a series of clicking noises, it shown a small laser onto the laminated surface of the card. The Fox briefly looked back over her shoulder as the clicking continued for a seemingly inordinate length of time. 

     The Wolf’s brow furrowed. “Vivian Glenriver...,” he murmured. There was a beep and the clicking stopped. He handed the card back to Vivian with a smile. “Okay, the ID appears to be valid and your name and scent profile checks out, you can pass. Good day, ma’am.”

     Vivian grinned, “Thanks a bunch.” She walked passed him. Suddenly thinking of something, she turned around. “Here, you can have mine.” She tossed a transparent plastic lighter to him. Caught off guard, the Wolf clumsily caught it. He stared at her. She returned the look with a pleasant smile. “I don’t use it to light up myself, though I don’t have any problem with you using it for that.”

     “Thank you,” the Wolf said belatedly.*

     Vivian proceeded casually across the patio. Her black, knee-high boots ending in open, sandal-like coverings for her feet padded softly on the tiled floor as she headed towards the tall steel doors that lead into the mansion

     “Wait!” The soldier’s voice called out to her. 

     Vivian froze and the fur stood up on the back of her neck. 

     “Ma’am!”

     She didn’t respond. 

     Vivian slowly reached for a holster that hung on a shoulder strap just inside the right flap of her vest. 

     It was empty. 

     Vivian gritted her teeth, remembering that she had slipped her sidearm into a flowerpot in front of the manor just minutes earlier so that the Wolves wouldn’t find it on her once she was inside the manor.

    “Hey!” the voice called again. This time it was directly behind her. 

Vivian turned around.

    “Excuse me, ma’am, but I forgot to give you this,” the soldier said. He held up rectangular pin with the word “Tourist” embossed on it in the Lupine language. 

     Vivian stared for a second. “What—a pin?”

     “You need to wear one of these on your person at all times while inside.”

     “Oh okay.” She attached the pin to her vest and resumed her casual gait into the mansion. She passed through a metal detector just inside the doors without any trouble.

     The entrance opened up into large foyer with a vaulted ceiling. (--expand the description?--) She looked from one end of the room to the other. Seeing no one, she pulled a flat, palm-sized device with a screen and a keypad from her pocket. The screen showed a layout of the mansion across several floors with a flashing red dot indicating her location. A green arrow pointed to some location off-screen. “There it is.” she said grinning.”

      She scrolled the screen to the point where the green arrow led. “Let’s see here, up one floor and into the hallway there, three rooms down, hang left.” She began to follow where the green arrow lead. “We’re in business now.”

     Vivian quickly stowed the device as she dodged the sweep of a nearby security camera. She reached the stairs to the floor above and darted up them. She had to stop midway in order to avoid crossing the path of another camera sweep. While standing there, she heard a chatter of voices and many footsteps echoing from the room adjacent to the foyer. She moved her ears back to listen for a moment. “The tourists,” she thought.

     Now clear of the camera, Vivian sprinted the rest of the way up to the second floor. A green carpet laid_* the length of the hallway in front of her. There were oil paintings hanging the white walls. Most looked like romanticized depictions of various major events in Lupine Imperial history. She crept alongside, intense battle scenes, fist-wringing orators, fluttering banners, and fabulous street parades until she arrived at the door to the room where her prize lay.

     She carefully stepped inside. 

     Behind Vivian the blue-eyed Wolf, rifle slung over his shoulder, entered the mansion foyer. He stopped to let the tour  group pass by on their way to the next room. He took a newly lit cigarette from his mouth and tipped has cap to them. Once they had gone, he briefly peered up at the security camera near the stairs. 

     He entered the adjacent room the tourists had just exited. There was a long oak table draped with a laced maroon tablecloth along one wall of the vaulted room. Myriad trinkets, ornaments, and framed photographs adorned the table’s length. The Wolf sauntered alongside the impressive display, looking it over. He pulled a golden egg with diamonds inlaid from a porcelain bowl and studied it with particular interest. He stopped and watched another security camera as it made its sweep of the room. He took the cigarette from his lips and blew out a long puff of smoke through the nostrils of his cold, wet nose. The cloud rose into the air and dissipated into a gigantic chandelier above his head.

     The Wolf looked around furtively as he pocketed the egg. Farther down the table, he picked up a silver candlestick and pocketed that as well. He wandered back into the foyer and started towards the stairs to the second floor.

     Vivian entered a room of finely upholstered ottomans surrounded a coffee table made completely of crystal glass. The walls in the room boasted intricate floral designs. There was a full wine rack in one corner. However, Vivian wasn’t paying attention to any of that. Her eyes widened on sight of the long saber with a pristinely polished blade and a jeweled hilt hanging above the doorway. “Bingo.” she whispered. Vivian moved a footstool next to the door, climbed onto it, and reached to take the sword off its mountings.

     “What you doing?”

     Vivian’s heart leapt into her throat. She whirled to see who had spoken. Her fists and feet were ready for an all-out battle. What she saw surprised her.

     It was young Wolf child staring up at her with a quizzical look, little hands behind his back and head tilted to one side. He was dressed in a miniature blue suit with a bowtie. “Who are you?” the youngster asked in a singsong voice. “Did you come to play?” 

     The wide-eyed expression on Vivian’s face was replaced with one of delight. She stepped off the stool and faced the boy. “Well hello there!” I was just looking around your pretty house here.” She knelt down in front of him with a tender smile. “And what’s your name, little guy?”

     “My name is Lucius!”

     “Lucius? Oh, that’s a cute name. My name is Vivian.” She shook his small paw. “I’m happy to meet you, Lucius.” She became concerned. “Who’s taking care of you? Is your daddy around?”

     “Ahem.” Someone behind Lucius cleared his throat. 

     “Wonderful. This just keeps getting better and better,” Vivian thought. She looked up.      

     It was a tall Timber Wolf dressed similarly to the mansion guards except his uniform was khaki rather than grey and the left breast was adorned with a stack of multicolored military service ribbons. He leaned against a nearby wall with his arms crossed over his chest. His brow rose when he saw her face. “What is this here now?” he said. His voice was smooth as polished silver.

     “Uncle!” Lucius ran to him. “Look, uncle, look at the nice Fox lady I found! She wants to see your house.” 

     “Oh?”

     Vivian quickly stood up straight. “Yeah hi. This place is real amazing. I especially like...your paintings out there.” She pointed towards the door with her thumb.     

     The tall Wolf smiled. “We don’t normally allow tourists to enter the upper floors, but for you, sweet, I can make an exception.”

     Vivian waved her hands. “Oh no, I’m sorry, it’s okay. I was just leaving anyway.

     “Oh do stay, you haven’t even given me your name yet.”

     “It’s Vixanna, Vixanna Blackburn.” The Fox mentally kicked herself. Without thinking it through, she had just given him her real name.     

     “Vixanna...” He spoke it as if her were savoring it in his mouth like a scoop of rich ice cream. He paused. “Oh forgive my awful manners, I’ve neglected to introduce myself first. “I am General Titus Cornelius, the owner of this manor and governor of all Ryna. I’m charmed to make your acquaintance, Vixanna.” He approached her, took up her hand and kissed it. (--too corny or too cliché? possible rewrite--)

     Vixanna laughed. “Oh brother. Is this guy for real?” she thought. “Oh...the pleasure’s all mine, really,” she said aloud. She stole a longing glance at the saber above the doorway.

     Titus peered down at his young nephew. “I see you’ve met...my sister’s son. I hope he hasn’t been bothering you. Children can be so capricious at times.” He let go of Vixanna’s hand. “His nanny is supposed to be watching him but I have seen neither hair nor hide of her for at least an hour now. It is so very hard to get reliable help anymore. Valuables from the house have turned up missing lately as well. I may have to remove her from her duties.” Titus paused.

     The tone of the Wolf general’s voice and the brooding expression on his face unnerved Vixanna. She glanced at the saber again.  -- (possibly cut away and briefly describe what the nanny is doing at this moment? chatting away on cell phone outside the manor, etc.) --

     “As for me,” Titus went on, “I’ve never been skilled at taking care of puppies.” His expression darkened, “My...wife always had a way with the little ones. They always did what they were told when their mother spoke to them. Our small family was quite happy until she left me and took the children with her. I hate her so for that.” 

     “Oh...” Vixanna put her hand behind her head and laughed uneasily. She noticed Lucius looking up at Titus while he spoke. “I’m glad he’s not old enough to understand any of this.” She thought. 

     “Lovely,” Titus whispered.

     Vixanna stared at him. “Do what?”

     “I don’t believe that I’ve ever seen a pair of cerulean eyes so brilliantly alive. Their boundless beauty is only matched by the luxury of your scarlet fur. Your face...I’ve never seen such a perfect visage.”

     Vixanna blinked and pointed at herself. “Who, me? You’re...pulling my leg, right? 

     Titus frowned slightly at the homely figure of speech. “Not at all, my bright star. You can be sure I am not...pulling your leg...as it were.”

     “You’ve got to be kidding,” she laughed. “I’m a regular apple off the plain tree.”

     “Uncle!” Lucius blurted. He tugged on the general’s pant leg. “Can the Fox lady come see my block fort? We can play castle.”

     Vixanna grinned at him. “Well I...”

     Titus knelt down. “Lucius...why don’t you run along and find Gaius; play with him for a while. You like the Lieutenant, don’t you?”     

     The young Wolf’s eyes lit up. “You mean it? Gaius can play with me?”

     “Yes, he is off duty now. I’m sure he misses you.”

     “Oh I love Gaius! He gives me candy!”

     “Run along, then, nephew.”

     “Alright!” Lucius skipped to the door. “Bye, bye, Miss Vixanna!”

     Vixanna waved. “Goodbye, Lucius!” She watched him leave with regret. She reluctantly turned back to the general.

     Titus was staring at her. 

     Vixanna cleared her throat and looked to the side.

     “You remind me so much of her, my wife,” Titus finally said.

     Vixanna scratched the back of her neck. “She...was a Fox?”

     Titus scowled. “No.”

     Vixanna bit her bottom lip and mentally kicked herself again. The last thing she wanted to do was make the Wolf angry.

     “She was beautiful just like you. You have her voice, her nose, her cheeks...her figure.”

     She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “O...kaaay. Well I ‘figure’ I’ll just be going now, alright? You sound like you got a lot to think about.”

He glanced at the wine rack in the corner. “Care to have a drink?”

     “No, no thank you, General. I’m a dry sector.” -- (play on the term “dry county”. clear? edit out?) --

     “Oh come now. It’s the finest vintage. We actually confiscated this particular supply at our orbital docking ring from a Lemur freighter who’s captain was not able to provide proper customs papers. Let me pour us a glass.”

     “Look...you seem like a real sweet man, General, and I would love to stay and yak but I really gotta go.” She glanced up at the sword one more time. “Looks like I’m gonna have to come up with a plan B.” She began to leave but she was jerked to a halt when Titus reached out and snatched her arm. 

     Vixanna whirled around and stared at him with an expression bordering on shock. “General, what are you doing? Let go of me!”

     He smiled and seemed unmoved. “Please don’t leave, my sweet. I’ve been so lonely since Livia left me. I long for female companionship. At least come sit with me for a little while. Let us talk.”

     “No!” She tried to jerk away.”

     The Timberwolf’s grip tightened like a vice.

     “General! General, stop! You’re hurting me!”

     “I beg you stay! Please, I’ve never met a woman quite like you before. You must stay! Please!”

     Vixanna faced him and looked him straight in the eyes, baring her teeth. A hoarse stuttering noise began in her throat. “Titus. Read my lips. “I...am...leaving!” She pried his fingers loose and shoved him away.

     Her words seemed to set off an inferno in the general’s eyes.

     Titus grabbed up both her forearms to keep her facing him. His voice became something of a snarl. “You will not leave me again Livia! I will not allow it!”

     For the first time, Vixanna was becoming afraid. “He’s lost it!” she thought.

     Titus suddenly pulled her close to him and tried to kiss her on the mouth.

     Vixanna became livid. Rage replaced fear. She acted immediately, kicking him in the stomach. When he doubled over, she freed her arms and came down on the back of his neck with both fists together. Finally, she hit him in the face with a roundhouse kick worthy of the most skilled martial artist. The general was sent sliding across the floor where his head banged against a leg of one of the ottomans. “Don’t...ever...do that,” she breathed. 

     The Fox didn’t waste a moment. She slid a footstool to the doorway, hopped onto it, grabbed the saber and ripped it off the wall, almost all in one motion. She glanced to where Titus was lying dazed. “Am I destined to attract only creeps with issues?” she said to herself as she dashed out the door. Vixanna suddenly froze in the hallway and gasped. 

     The blue-eyed Wolf, holding a silver candlestick in his hands, stared at her no more than five feet from where she stood clutching the sword.     

     Some ash fell from the end of his cigarette. 

     He glanced at an alarm switch on the wall a few inches from his left shoulder. He looked at Vixanna again. Vixanna glanced at the switch and then back to him.

     The soldier dropped the candlestick and lunged for the alarm!

     Vixanna charged him!

     Two Jackals grabbed one of Spurro’s arms each and hoisted him to a standing position. "Let him go so I can knock this vamp down again," the leader ordered. The Jackals obeyed. The lead Jackal struck Spurro again and again. He kicked him in the stomach. He laughed and drew back for another punch. In a split second, Spurro grabbed the Jackal's fist in mid flight and trapped it in a crushing grip. The hooked claws gouged into the Jackal’s knuckles. The Jackal's mouth nearly dropped to the floor and his eyes became the sizes of saucers. He was unable to get a scream out. A moment later, the Jackal began howling like a stuck pig, screaming and clawing at Spurro's grip with his free hand like a maniac. 

     "Ramses!" his crowbar-wielding accomplice called out to his leader. "Hands off, vamp!" Pharaoh lifted the crowbar above his head and lunged at Spurro. But in another lightening move, the Bat let go of Ramses' hand, jumped a back flip and landed behind the two Jackals that had been on either side of him moments before. The Jackal on the left looked back towards the door just in time to see Pharaoh's crowbar come crashing down on top of his head. He crumpled to the floor like a rag doll. A tiny squeak of horror was all that was able to escape Pharaoh's lips when he saw what he had done. Spurro reached into the left flap of his coat and flashed out his side arm, pointing it at the three conscious Jackals.

     "Don't move!" Spurro demanded sternly. "Put...” He shook his head, driving away the last of the daze in his head. “...Put your filthy paws in the air, all of you! All accept Ramses, who was still writhing in pain and holding his hand on the floor, raised their hands above their heads. "Now, move aside! Slowly. I said slowly!"  

     Spurro backed out of the doorway, still pointing his weapon at his assailants and then turned to run. Suddenly, he felt an impact on his back that sent him sprawling once again. Pharaoh had thrown his crowbar at him. Spurro was relieved that he was alive to notice that the bar had hit on the blunt end and not with the sharp point. Immediately all three Jackals burst out of the tavern doorway to pounce on him, but Spurro was suddenly out of their view. A bright flash of blue lit up the premises and the three Jackals were instantly on their faces in the dirt. This time, not one of them moved a muscle. They couldn't. The surrounding denizens looked up to see Spurro alight smoothly back to the ground, his wings in full spread. Spurro landed among the downed Jackals. The cylindrical device underneath the barrel of his gun was glowing from its recent discharge.

     "Ah-ha! Didn't you know that bats can fly? Or did you think that was just a myth too? Hey Ram, how's the hand?" He nudged Ramses' limp body onto its back. You saw that coming, right? Eh Pointy Nose? He reached down and slapped Ramses' snout back and forth a couple of times. He then stepped back and surveyed the pile of Jackals.     

     What did you do to them?" the Dane bartender yelled in a panicked voice, running to the door. His eyes widened with fear. "You’re—you’re gene-boosted!

     Spurro waved him off. “Nothing so illicit as that, pop. I have cybernetic implants in my arms and legs perfectly within the enhancement limits allowed under international law.” He clinched his fist and looked it over.” There’s no need for any genetic engineering here, pop. Anyway, I only stunned the Jackals. They’ll be fine."

     "Well...good, I don't want any blood on my hands or on my tavern."

     "Oh yeah, I guess that would be a first time wouldn't it," Spurro remarked with a sneer.

     "Hey—"

     "Sorry about the mess. Here's some extra coin for your trouble." Spurro threw it to the Dane who almost dropped it as he caught it. "See ya, pop." He placed his smoking gun back into its holster. "Next time, I'm bringing both of my side arms," he mumbled to himself. 

     One of the Jackals stirred. 

     He lifted his head and one fist. “You’ll...you’ll pay for this. My father is a...powerful gold baron.” He weakly grabbed at Spurro’s ankle as the Bat turned to leave. Spurro easily shook the canine’s grip loose. The Jackal fell back into the dirt with a groan. The crowd that had gathered at the scene warily parted for Spurro as he passed on his way.

     Alarm bells blared all over the mansion and the surrounding compound.

     Vixanna caught the side of the bleu-eyed Wolf’s head with a high kick and followed up by jamming the hilt of the saber into his collarbone. The soldier stumbled back, quickly recovered, and struck at her head with the butt of his assault rifle. She ducked and the stock struck the wall next to her with a bang. Vixanna winced as she imagined it to be the sound of her skull cracking. The gray Wolf fumbled with his rifle to try to point it at the Fox but she kicked the barrel aside and punched him, again using the hilt of the sword to reinforce the blow. The Wolf yelped as he fell to the ground. Vixanna leapt over him and continued her mad dash down the hallway. 

     Vixanna rushed onto the stairs. She surprised two Lupines who where on their way up.  She grabbed the closest Wolf, kicked his legs out from under him, and sent him tumbling down the back down the stairs with a judo-style throw. The Lupine hit his comrade on the way down. They crashed to the floor together. Vixanna rushed out the mansion doors. Four several Wolves on the patio immediately opened fire on her. She dodged behind pillars as chips of plaster flew around her head. She crouched low behind a particularly large column and covered head with her hands. 

      The vixen panted rapidly through clenched teeth as the seemingly never-ending shower of bullets impacted all around her. “This is insane!” she said. “It was a perfect plan. Why’d it go so wrong?”

     Suddenly the bullets stopped. At first Vixanna waited in disbelief. Then she slowly looked around her pillar, being especially careful not to let anyone see the tip of her muzzle. Four soldiers were silently creeping up to her position. Vixanna closed her eyes and whispered a count to three. She burst out form her hiding place. The gunfire erupted in full force again. Vixanna left over the railing along the patio and landed in the mansion parking lot. She sprinted for Royal Street.

     Back on the patio, a Wolf stood firing at his fleeing target. He started when he felt his cap being lifted off of his head. He looked and saw the blue-eyed Wolf standing beside him. He placed the cap on his own head. The now smothered cigarette still hung from his lips. It was broken in half at a right angle. 

     “Marcus?” the other Wolf said. 

     “Hold your fire,” Marcus said, “I got this.” He knelt along the patio railing and propped his rifle there. He squinted down the sites. Although he had growing black eye and his target weaved through parked cars, he was able to line her up and fire. 

     A round hit Vixanna’s upper arm with a spatter of blood. She shrieked and grabbed the spot where the slug had struck. The saber fell from her hand hit the asphalt with a clatter. She could see the pavement splintering from bullet impacts all around her feet, making it impossible for her to reach for the sword again. “NO!” she groaned. Still holding her arm and grimacing in pain, she turned the street corner just ahead of her. She began to tear a strip of cloth from her skirt to make a tourniquet as she raced for Ryna’s south port.

     The blue-eyed Wolf stared. “Man...”

     “Nice shot, Marcus,” his comrade said in a sardonic tone. 

-- (Or possibly instead: The blue-eyed Wolf spit his cigarette out and cursed!) --  

     Titus came stumbling out the doors, startling the Wolves on the patio. His face was contorted in rage. “Where is she? Where—” He saw his men standing there. “What are you doing? Find her now! Head her off at the ports! Search the city! What are you waiting for?”

     A ranking Beta wolf exited the mansion behind Titus. “Obey the Alpha, he said. “Form groups. I’m calling for backup.”
