(Please keep in mind that this is a very rough draft.)

Echoes
Prologue

Why are you asleep, Rasha?

It’s time to for you to wake up. Get up, Kitten.

This is your time. The hour is near.

Awake, Rasha, my precious Kitten.

It’s time for you to wake up.

     Rasha was dreaming again. He dreamt of distant battles, ancient struggles, and dark portents of the future. A civilization teetered on the brink of annihilation only to be rescued from its self-wrought doom at the final hour. As the beast and her prophets lay defeated, the survivors struggled to forget the terror that had once consumed them. That desire became and exodus. They left the burning desolation of their homelands behind, never to return. 

     But now the ancient terror silently returns to the world. The pen of history moves once again and time is running out...

     The dream faded and Rasha woke. 

     As his eyelids drifted open, Rasha sensed that there was someone in the room with him; a presence close beside him in the small bed where he now lay. The space around him was a cubbyhole fit for a mouse. Its four walls crowding closely around the single bed and lamp stand between them. Rasha lay on his back and stared up at the low ceiling, his soft brown eyes remaining perfectly still. Just staring. 

     There was someone there. 

     But Rasha knew that couldn’t be true. Except for him, the room was empty, just as it always was. He sat up and brushed a hand against his broken whiskers. A lamp on his bedside table glowed dimly. The bulb needed to be changed but no one was ever around to bother. 

     Rasha used the light as best he could to find his shirt and slip it on. It was an old and tattered thing, patched in many places. He needed a new one, but there was never anyone around to bother with that either. 

     Rasha swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He let his tail fall over the edge with them. He sniffed and brushed a hand against his broken whiskers as he sat there. After a few moments, he removed his thin top sheet, revealing a pair of cutoff shorts secured at his waist with a string. He stepped onto the cold concrete floor. His padded feet made no sound as he made his way out of his room and into a narrow hallway with paint chipping off the walls.

     He could hear his uncle’s restless snoring in the next room. It was rough and calloused sound, full of sullen and haggard years. 

     Rasha listened. 

     The old Abyssinian’s hearing had diminished over the years, but Rasha knew that the slightest sound could still wake him. Rasha blinked as he stared at the door. His tail was twitching nervously. He didn’t want to be beaten again.

     Rasha heard is uncle’s voice bellowing in anger “Get up! Get off the floor, you worthless little whelp!”    

     Rasha heard his own voice sobbing, pleading. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Please!” 

     His uncle roared back. “Stop apologizing, you spineless coward! Stand up! Face me like a man for once in your life! How could such a great Abyssinian like your father have had such a worthless son? If only he was alive to relieve me of your stupidity! He kicked Rasha again where the teenager huddled in a corner on cold concrete. “I SAID GET UP!” he bellowed again.     

     Rasha saw his aunt behind his livid uncle, sitting in a worn rocking chair with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes locked motionless on the floor, saying nothing, doing nothing. “Why does she never say anything?” Rasha thought. The scene passed.

     Rasha moved silently down the hallway and opened the door to the outside.

     The door opened into an empty alley. A zephyr blew against Rasha’s muzzle, rustling his whiskers and the short ruddy fur that covered his wan body. A few candles in windows were the only light he could make out in the winding street. His ears pivoted independently of each other, alert, listening to the wind. There were crickets chirping in dark corners. The mournful wail of a distant siren wafted across the twilight air. 

     Rasha looked up. Far above the tops of clustered buildings, stars bright and clear filled the night sky.  They sparkled silently in the heavens, seeming far out of space and time like windows to the past. He stared deeply into them, his mouth slightly open as clouds of dust whipped around his feet. He sensed distant memories of a life he had once lived long ago. 

     “Who are you,” he asked the sky, his voice barely more than a whisper, “I’ve longed to know for so long.”

     There was no answer. 

     “Are you out...there? Beyond the stars?”

     He waited but he still heard nothing.

     His voice became almost anguished, “Please answer me! Please...tell me how to find you! Can you hear me?” 

     His ears drooped and he slowly hung his head. There was no answer.

     Rasha climbed back into his bed and laid his head on the pillow. He pulled the top sheet up close about his bare shoulders. Deep from the silence of the room and the sorrow of his heart, he felt his name called, a gossamer whisper. “Rasha.” He felt a warmth come over him at the sound of that so familiar voice. The warmth felt like a tender touch, a loving caress. He didn’t understand it; he didn’t know what it meant. Like so many nights before, he wished it would never end. 

     Soon, Rasha’s lids slowly closed again and he drifted back to his dreams, those cold, cold dreams.  

* * *

     Rain poured down in the streets of the smuggler’s outpost of Ryna Base. It rattled on the roofs of cars and trucks parked along both sides of the street. It sloshed noisily through gutters and ditches.  A few vehicles idled as heat and water vapor produced by the hydrogen fuel cell engines rose from the exhaust pipes and dissipated in the humid midday air. The mustiness of wet, cooling concrete wafted from every street corner.

     Rasha splashed through a mud puddle as he ran full speed down the street. He pulled the hood of a tattered poncho tightly around his head. His heart raced and a look of desperation filled his eyes. He could hear them coming both behind him and from an alley ahead of him. 

     In the middle of the street, a clouds of steam flowed from under manhole covers, mixing the scent of warm asphalt with that of sewage. The foul-smelling fog chocked Rasha as he plunged through it. He tasted it in his mouth even though he raised his arms in front of his face to deflect the cloud. He continued a few more paces and then he made an abrupt turnaround, backtracked a few hundred feet, and ran down a side alley. He knew this ploy probably wouldn’t even delay them, much less allow him to escape. 

     Suddenly a shadow lunged at Rasha. The ruddy cat deftly dodged the shadow only to run straight into the clutches of another phantom. Rasha quickly grabbed the heavy arm that attempted to encircle his head, kicked its owner’s feet out from under him and threw him to the ground. The shadowed form landed in a large puddle with a loud splash and an angry snarl. 

     Rasha ran back into the main avenue. Rasha felt something hit him hard in the back. He lost his balance and fell into the street. Immediately, his attackers were on top of him. In the light, his pursuers were clearly distinguishable as two older Abyssinian teenagers. 

     Rasha spotted a large, recently thrown rock lying beside him. 

     One cat pinned Rasha’s legs to the ground with his knees and held on of Rasha’s arms in a firm lock. The other cat came alongside Rasha, held his other arm and grabbed a wad of Rasha’s head fur. He shoved Rasha’s face into the thick mud gathered in the street. Rasha struggled violently. Everything was black. Sludge filled his nostrils. He was drowning.

     Rasha suddenly felt his ears being yanked back and his face was lifted from the mud. “Who you think you are, you clanless prick? You’re nothing, do you hear me?” Before Rasha could answer his head was shoved back into the mud, held there, and then yanked back again. Rasha sputtered and struggled in his tormentor’s grip. 

     The lead Abyssinian leaned close to Rasha’s face. “Now I want to hear you say it. I’ll only ask you one more time. What is my name? Say it!”

     “Shishir...you’re name is Shishir!” Rasha blurted. 

     “Now what’s my clan name?”

     Rasha hesitated.

     Shishir dugs his claws into Rasha’s head. “What is my clan name? Say it.” The cat holding Rasha’s legs grabbed a wad of Rasha’s head as well.

     “It’s Calma, its Calma, okay? Please stop and let me go!”

     Shishir smiled. “Now you gotta say them together now, Rasha, you know that.”

     Rasha’s spirit fell. “Calma Shishir. Your name is Calma Shishir!”

     “There that’s a good boy. Now what’s your clan name, Rasha?”

     The cat pinning Rasha’s legs snickered.    

     “I don’t...have one.” Rasha stared at the ground.

     “That’s right,” Shishir continued, “and you think you have any right to challenge me? You are nothing!” He chuckled. “It doesn’t take much to cow you, does it?”

     Rasha suddenly freed a leg and slammed his foot into the stomach of the cat behind him. The Abyssinian’s eyes bugged out of his head and his tail fur stood all on end as he fell over backwards. A claw gashed Rasha’s right ear as the hand was torn away. Rasha turned and threw a handful of sand into Shishir’s eyes. Shishir burst into a screeching feline howl and covered his face with his hands.

     “Stop him! Don’t let him get away!” Shishir yelled as he stumbled around blindly. The cat that Rasha kicked quickly oriented himself and got up off the ground. He looked around for Rasha but the younger Abyssinian was nowhere in sight. He stepped out into the street and looked but there was still no sign. He cursed and kicked a rock, then immediately cried out. He hopped up and down in place cradling his foot.

     Underneath a blue tarpaulin, Rasha watched his former pursuers disappear into the distance from the back of a pickup truck. Once the two cats were out of sight, Rasha settled onto the truck bed. 

      Rasha took a small tin cup from one of his pockets. He stared into the cup. It had been full of coins earlier that day but Shishir had emptied it into his own pocket before the chase. As he sat there, raindrops slid off the tarp over Rasha’s head and trickled down his face, mingling with the blood from his torn ear. They water made plinking noises as the landed in the empty cup. 

     Fear and dread began to set in.

     Rasha stood at the front door of his home. His hood was up. The slow decay of the house’s brick walls was evident in the steady rain. He had been staring at his feet with one hand on the door handle for so long that his poncho was by now completely soaked. At length, he looked up and opened the door. 

     As he hung his poncho on the coat rack just inside, he could see lights and hear voices coming from the den room to his right. The TV was on. Rasha stopped by the entrance to the den and furtively looked inside. He saw his uncle sitting in a worn easy chair watching the news.     

     “More police raids against radical cultists rocked the Capybaran colony world of Setus 7 this morning,” the anchorman, a Wolf, announced. “Authorities burst into several houses in the Shenza District after receiving an anonymous tip that cultist were in the area. Police report some disturbing signs of possible ritual child sacrifice occurring within one of the residences. Over 20 cultists were arrested in the raids, however their leaders apparently escaped moments before Setus counter-terrorism teams arrived on the scene.”

     “What’s this whole dang universe coming to?” Rasha’s uncle snarled. He coughed and then took a swig from a hip flask in his hand. He coughed some more and muttered a string of curses.

     Rasha watched images of a group of Capybaras dressed in full body armor and wielding submachine guns gathered in front of a door. One of the large tailless rodents turned his broad head to say something to the one behind him. He moved aside and the one behind grabbed up a battering ram in his partially webbed hands and smashed the ram against the door. The door flew open and the Capybaras moved in.

     “Here in the studio, we have Dr. Inja Kashmun,” the anchor–wolf continued,” an expert in international religions from the University of Ebel on the eastern continent of  the Capybara homeworld, Cabybarani.”

     Rasha leaned closer.  

     “Doctor, what can you tell us about these so-called Malacath cults?”

     The middle-aged Capybara doctor wore a beige business suit with skirt and tie and a pair of oval shaped glasses. Her small ears set near the back of her head twitched twice and she shifted in her seat as she began talking. 

     “Interestingly, Quintus,” she said, “Malacath cults were thought to have been driven into extinction nearly a thousand years ago during the Expansion Age. However, there was a resurgence of the cult and its practices about two hundred years ago during the Dark Times and it has slowly grown in influence since then. Today, the cult is fairly widespread here in the Northern Worlds. Malacath cultists purport to worship an ancient female god named Malacath, whom they believe will one day appear and bring the universe into a new world order dominated by demonic divination in which all other religions will be subjugated and abolished under her. Which is also where they get their name of course.” She laughed and fidgeted in her seat again.

     “Despite it’s existence for so long, we know so very little facts about this cult. Where did these cultists come from? Do your recent studies shed any light on that?”

      “Malacath cultists bury themselves deep within a society where they remain very secretive. Interestingly, no actual images of Malacath have ever been found depicted in cult artwork or symbols so even what she’s supposed to look like is a privity. Unfortunately for my people, this cult has begun to rear its ugly head in our society too, as you can see by today’s events. It’s unknown where exactly Malacath cults originated, but my studies have shown that they most likely originated in the Western Worlds. Interestingly, Malacath seems to have quite a large and active following of Bats and a few feline races.”

     The anchor blinked. “Bats. Really? Very interesting...”

     “Yes it’s widely known that Bats have a sordid history of such gruesome cults as this and others.”

     “Should the authorities on Setus 7 be cautious of Bats?”

     “I would recommend it.”

     Rasha didn’t notice that his uncle had gotten up from his seat during the report. He was startled to find his uncle standing right in front of him. 

     The older Abyssinian frowned. “You’re home,” he said.

     Rasha looked down. “Yes, Uncle Ravi.”

     “Well how much did you make today?” He held out his hand. “Well hurry up and give it here, boy. I have to pay the electric bill.”

     Rasha bit his lower lip. “The....the Calmas attacked me Uncle Ravi. They took it all.”

     “What? And you just let them?”

     Rasha quickly looked up at him. “No, no, Uncle Ravi, they cornered me. I tried to get away. I tried so hard—“

     Ravi cut him off. “Maybe you’ve forgotten just how desperate our situation is here.”

     “No Uncle, I—“

     Ravi grabbed his torn ear. “Listen here, boy. I pay for electricity, water, heat, taxes, and every scrap of food you stuff your ungrateful face with. Is this the thanks I get from you now? Whimpering apologies and excuses?”

     Rasha’s voice became choked with emotion under the intense pain. “No, uncle, please I’m sorry!”

     “I guess you think it’s okay to mooch off of your aunt and I like a leach without so much as a quarter-credit in return!”

     Tears began to stream down his cheeks. “No uncle, no! I understand! I’m not looking for a free ride!” 

     The fur stood up on the back of Ravi’s neck and his oblong pupils shrunk to slits. He clinched his teeth together in rage.  “Then why—” He jerked Rasha’s ear violently. “—why, why, why,—” He jerked Rasha’s ear again and again with each word. “—why don’t you start acting like it? Come here!” Still holding his ear, Ravi started pulling Rasha down the hallway. Rasha cried out as he tried to keep his body ahead of the tugging. Ravi continued ranting. “I’ll teach you, you lazy, useless, ungrateful coward!” 

     He opened the door to a closet at the end of the hallway and threw Rasha against the back wall. Rasha’s wound ripped wide open. Rasha screamed and clutched the bloodied appendage with both hands. His hands trembled around his head uncontrollably as he curled up into a fetal position on the floor_* with more agonized screams. “Gael, help me!” he managed to cry out.

     “You know, I really hate to do this again, Rasha, but you forced my hand. I hope you’re satisfied with yourself.” Ravi slammed the door shut and locked it. 

     He paused as Rasha lay there groaning. 

     “Gael, huh?” Ravi continued. He snorted. “It’s not going to do you any good calling out to him for help. He’s a myth, just like every other so-called god out there. If Gael is a true and loving god like they say, then why has he stuck us in this hellhole and allowed our clan title to be ripped from us in disgrace? Try explaining that. _* Gael never did anything for your father when he believed in him, so why would he do anything for a nobody like you?” Rasha heard his uncle’s padded footsteps fading and then his voice from farther away. “Our people are wanderers, nomads with no orbiting rock to call our home. There’s no god for Abyssinians to turn to. And there never will be.” The footsteps faded completely. 

* * * *

     In time, Rasha’s pain subsided and the profuse bleeding clotted. He waited in the dark. Rasha shivered. The air was growing cold. He puffed out his fur as much as he could in order to stay warm. Rasha turned to the back of the closet and pulled on a hidden drawer there. It was a hiding place that he had kept secret for the last two years.  From the drawer, he produced a small flashlight and several old, battered books. He switched the flashlight on and studied the covers. He skipped two books titled “A Guide to International Economics” and “Politics in the Trade Age”. He picked up one titled “Modern Commerce” and looked inside.

     As two hours ebbed by, Rasha poured over histories, statistics, and star charts displaying solar systems and trade routes. He arrived at a chapter that he had read many times before. 

     It began. “The Pandalo Trader’s and Merchant’s Guild or PTMG, was established 169 years ago on the 5th Month, 19th Day, 922 A.Q.R during the height of the Dark Times as Panda merchants experienced steadily worsening attacks on their livelihood by government and international policies supporting corrupt mega-corporations, by high trade tariffs, and by the out of control space piracy that this era in galactic history was known for. The goals of the newly formed guild were threefold: Mutual defense and security, to provide a forum for sharing goals and interests common to the trading community, and to promote free trade policies. 

     Fifteen years later, the Foxes approached PTMG for help in setting up a trade guild of their own.  After three years, the two organizations decided to merge under Pandan leadership because the Pandas had a much larger defense wing.

     Relatively obscure PTMG gained international attention through the Foxes, who had already been galaxy-renowned traders since the opening years of the Warring Empires Age. Soon, PTMG branches began appearing all across the Northern Worlds and beyond. 

     Because of PTMG’s concerted efforts, many pirate groups were decimated and many solar system governments began to turn against the mega-corporations that had maintained a monopoly over vast portions of international commerce for the past four hundred years. Thus, PTMG played a pivotal role in propelling the galaxy out of the Dark Times and into the current Trade Age. 

     Today, PTMG stands as one of the most widespread and influential organizations in the civilized galaxy.” Rasha read that again. “One of the most widespread and influential organizations in the civilized galaxy.”

     “That’s the key,” Rasha thought.

     He continued reading: “A major reason for the guild’s enormous success is a strict policy of non-interference in a system’s internal affairs. PTMG depends on the cooperation of local governments, without which it could not function. PTMG never operates where it is not wanted, which has earned the guild a stellar reputation among the international community.

      Over time, PTMG’s goals have evolved to include enforcement of modern international trade laws and the protection of the major shipping arteries. Spearheading these new goals is the elite PTMG Operatives. 

     Created twelve years after the guild’s inception, the Operatives are expertly trained in piloting, self-defense, criminal apprehension, survival skills, undercover operations, and marksmanship. Operative activities in a solar system are highly valued for helping take the pressure of trade-related law enforcement off of local police forces and navies...”

     Rasha closed the book and laid it down. He took a small blue cube from the secret drawer and looked at it in the palm of his hand. It had what looked like a projector mechanism on one side and a single switch on the other. “One day, when the time is right, this is going to be my ticked out of here. And then I’m going search for my heritage, wherever that journey may take me. PTMG is the answer. The start of everything.”

     Rasha felt the warm presence with him again. _*It felt close to him, warm; yet cold at the same time, as if millions of miles away. Rasha smiled. “You like the idea too, don’t you?” He felt an affirmative. “I thought you might.” Rasha’s smile faded. “I just wish...I wish knew who you are, why you_*” Rasha felt sadness in the presence but no answer, just a sense of deep longing. Rasha turned on his side and lay his head on top of his hands to make a pillow. “Yeah...I know. I feel the same too way sometimes.” He dozed off.

Oh, precious Kitten, I long to touch your face once again.

I want to put my arms around you and keep you close forever.

Rise, Kitten. Come home now.

Why are you asleep, Rasha?

It’s time for you to wake up.

