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Foxtrot: Part 2

    Spurro reached his turnoff onto Scorpion Street and walked down it. In the distance, he could see the large building that the old Dane had told him about. It consisted of a tall center superstructure with a domed roof and pillars lining the front patio. It had a pointed spire on each of its four corners. "Must be the residence of the local boss," Spurro thought. "This outpost is supposed to be just inside Lupine space, but I'm not sure if the government has a hand in a place as run down as this.     

     Spurro's musings were interrupted by what appeared to be a peddler approaching him from a nearby alleyway. 

     Spurro stopped and looked towards the peddler. It was a Lemur. He was dressed in inconspicuous clothing, which included a spiked neck collar. Spurro moved his ears slightly forward and raised his brow in his characteristic way, "Can I help you? Let me guess, you want to sell something. Sorry, I have business to attend to."

     The peddler called after him as he turned to leave, "Wait! Surely you couldn't pass up the opportunity to purchase outlawed, Sunbear Brandy."

     "I have no interest in becoming a drunken idiot."

     Spurro started to walk again but the Lemur jumped in front of him. His long, ringed tail danced animatedly behind him, "Wait, sir! I'll make you an offer you can't refuse! I have rare Kestrel Gems, sure to always remain bright and always haul in a very high resale price.     

     "No, I don't want to be tackled by a mob of Kestrels for desecrating their sacred stones. Besides, I can clearly tell by now that you're a smuggler, and I don't make deals with smugglers.

     "Oh not but I’m no smuggler, mister. I'm just...a peddler who got a few products off of the black market, that's all. Hey, hey, I know! I’ve got embryonic stem cells, guaranteed to fetch a high resale price in any of those clandestine medical labs around these parts.”

     Spurro grabbed him by his shirt collar. “You monster!  

I could kill you right now and I doubt anyone would complain. Cloning, genetic customization of a sentient life form, and use of embryonic stem cells for any purpose has been internationally outlawed for centuries! By selling these stem cells, you are an accomplice to the abortion of a sentient embryo. Second-degree murder. On your planet, the penalty for that is death. Fifty to life, almost anywhere else. How about I save you a trial?” 

     Only shock registered on the smuggler’s face. Spurro held him there. 

     He was tempted. 

     Spurro dropped the Lemur and started walking. He stopped with his back to the smuggler. “Your business is a savage relic of a barbaric age,” he said without turning around. “I’m sorry to see that you’re still living in it.” He continued on his way. He heard the Lemur swear at him and then storm off.

     At length, Spurro walked onto Royal Street, and stopped in front of the four-spired mansion, only now getting a clear view of just how royal looking it was. The pillars and walls were engraved with floral designs and several gold statues lined the railing of the patio. Spurro looked up above the large steel doors of the manor, spotting the crossed-sabered emblem of the Lupine Empire, "Aw...nuts," he murmured. I was afraid those goons would be running this place. I sure hope that they don't think up some reason to stop me. I definitely do not need that right now." 

     Spurro turned to his left, intending to proceed to Felix's when he heard an awful commotion just down the street, around the corner. He heard several shouts and then he was startled to hear weapon's fire next, ringing out over the dry air and followed by another shout. For about fifteen seconds, he heard nothing but then he heard the sound of a metal trash bin being knocked over near to where he was standing. 

     A second later, a female Fox in a green vest and skirt dashed out from the corner and began to run in his direction. Upon seeing Spurro, she skidded to a halt and stared at him for a moment, eyes squinted in what appeared to be an expression of profound puzzlement. 

     Her fur created a striking contrast to the drab grays and greens of the street and surrounding buildings, making her appear to Spurro to be very out of place. He recognized the vixen at once. At the same instant, the look of puzzlement left the Fox's face and she began to sprint full speed towards the Bat. 

     Spurro raised a hand to his forehead. "Vix?? Vixanna Blackburn? How did you get here—hey!" 

     The Fox grabbed Spurro's arm, as she passed, pulling him along with her with such force and speed, that Spurro almost lost his balance completely. "Gah! What are you doing?"

     "Come on, hurry," she replied with out taking her eyes of the street ahead. 

     "All that commotion was because of you?"

     "Where are the north landing pads at from here? We gotta get to your ship! I assume that’s where you parked the thing? I just hope they haven’t locked all mass drivers down."

     Spurro looked incredulous. "My ship!? What happened to your ship?"     

     "Confiscated at the south port. I don’t know how they got the word out so fast!"

     "Confiscated? How? Why?" 

     "I'll explain later, just come on!"

     Spurro fell into step with Vixanna and they raced down the street together. “Vixanna, what is going on,” Spurro demanded. “What happened?”

     Vixanna glanced at him. “What are you doing in a backwater place like this, Spurro? You know Marcie wants you back at HQ.”

     “I’m on vacation!”

     She narrowed her eyes. “Now Spurro...”

     “Don’t start, Vixanna.”

     “You obstinate Bat! Some things never change, huh?”

     They were both startled by another shout somewhere nearby. Vixanna looked towards the sound and gasped. Still towing Spurro, she abruptly led them into the nearest alley until they reached a solid wall. She let go of his arm.

     "It's a dead end!" Vixanna cried. Spurro saw a look of desperation in her eyes that he Spurro scanned the three walls surrounding them. His eyes settled on something in the darkness, "No! I see a door in the wall here. Hurry, I can hear their footsteps."

     "What? I don't hear footsteps." Vixanna shot a frightened glance towards the entrance of the alley and then looked at Spurro. 

     Spurro tapped his ear twice and looked at the Fox with a raised eyebrow. Vixanna noticed his large ears and then remembered Bat’s preternatural sense of hearing. She managed a smile. "Ah...right." They pried open the door together and slipped inside. 

     Two Wolves wearing khaki military uniforms appeared at the entrance of the alley. Soon four others ran up to join them.

      "We'll search here!" Titus barked orders to his men. "You two search the next alley and the rest of you—   continue down the street!"

     "Yes, Alpha," came the replies. Titus and the Wolf with him reached the end of the alley.

     "She doesn't seem to be here, Alpha," the subordinate said. 

     "No, I see a door. It looks like it's been opened. Head in!" 

     Weapons drawn, they followed after their “prey.”

     Rasha hurried down a narrow street in his poncho with the hood up and carrying a small pack on his back. He stopped at an intersection and looked up and down the connecting street with trepidation. “What are you thinking?” Rasha asked himself aloud. “You’re an idiot, an idiot! This will never work.” He looked over his shoulder. “But I have to! This could be the only chance I’ll ever get! I have to...” He stopped. He was going to turn back.

     “Go, Rasha! Don’t be afraid. Go!”

     Rasha blinked. The voice had been almost audible. He never felt the presence compelling him so strongly before. Immediately afterwards, the presence grew weak as if strangled by a crushing weight. Then with what Rasha sensed as an almost agonizing pain, the presence lost its connection with him and vanished entirely. “Oh no, what happened,” Rasha gasped. He picked up his flight again. He looked into the sky. “Please be okay. Please...don’t leave me. Not after all this time.” _*

     The two Wolves emerged from the door in the alley, into a dim warehouse. They scanned the crates and shelves in front of them. Just above their heads, on a loading platform above the door, sat Spurro and Vixanna, keeping deadly quiet. Fortunately, there was a draft blowing from the far end of the echoey room, towards where the two were hiding, keeping them from being detected by the Wolves’ acute sense of smell. 

     The Wolf with Titus sniffed the air, "I don't smell anything, General." His voice echoed loudly inside the expansive warehouse. 

     "Spread out. Search the crates," Titus said. 

     The two began to explore around each box and loading platform they could see. Titus turned around momentarily and looked towards the loading platform, above the door. Seeing nothing, he turned his attention back to the cargo boxes. After a few minutes, the Wolves finished searching the last crates.

     "There's no one here," the general growled irately." Let's move out." He hurried out the main door, his subordinate following closely behind.

     Under a stage and among the scaffolding that led up to a loading crane control box to the right of the doorway platform, Spurro and Vixanna hid, having taken advantage of the distraction provided by the conversation between the two Wolves.

     Spurro waited a few moments after the Wolves had left before speaking, "Hurry. Let's get out of here, Vixanna."

     "No, wait", Vixanna countered. "If the follow the standard Lupine search pattern, that means that the second group that continued down the main street will probably be passing by this warehouse on the other side pretty soon. We should wait.” 

     Spurro emitted a series of high-pitched squeaks from somewhere in the back of his throat and then waited with his ears forward to catch the returning echoes. The sound picture gave the Bat a clear view of the room and the Fox next to him. Vixanna sat with her knees pulled up to her chest and resting her chin on them. By the expression on her face, Spurro sensed that something was bothering her. “Vix, I like to be in control of what’s happening to me,” he said. “Are you going tell me what’s going on already?”

     Vixanna scanned the dim windows around her for any passing shadows and then she looked in Spurro’s direction. She was barely able to see the Spurro in the near pitch darkness. “That’s some way to greet an old partner,” she said. “I figure your manners haven’t improved much either.”

     “When do you plan on giving me a straight answer, Vixanna?”

     “As soon as I get one from you.”

     “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

     “You know exactly what I’m talking about. And I don’t want to hear that I’m on vacation nonsense.”

     “I don’t want to discuss it! Do you understand?” Vixanna stared at him. Spurro looked away and his voice softened. “I’m sorry.” 

     The Fox scanned the windows again before speaking. “I see what’s going on in your head. This is part of a revenge tactic against Marcelle, isn’t it?” She looked at the ceiling. “You know, you might still use Edrro’s death as an excuse for slacking off, but I know what my duty is. Unlike you, I know how to do it. Listen, Spurro, you know the Legacy Project was scrapped after Sol murdered your brother and PTMG vowed never to resurrect the program. What more do you want? We work for a good cause, Spurro. We fight for honor and decency in a backwards universe. PTMG has always been the quintessence of law and order in a galaxy full of pirates and criminals who would hold the trade lanes in a grip of terror if we were not in place to oppose them. If our founders didn’t have the courage and fortitude to stand alone against the power of the mega-corporations more than a century ago, those corporations would still have a stranglehold on international trade. Don’t sell us out for past mistakes, Spurro. The Northern Worlds depend on us for their future and their present.”

     Spurro sneered. “PTMG lapdog to the very end, huh? How many of those propaganda videos has the guild been shoving into that gullible head of yours? 

-- (or possibly instead: How much lunch money is Marcelle slipping into your back pocket?”) --

     Vixanna’s fur bristled.  She squinted in the darkness, trying to locate the Bat but Spurro quietly moved just out of her line of sight. “I’m not a lapdog, Spurro! But I...but I don’t willfully disrespect our superior and disregard her orders.”     

     Spurro’s voice came from directly behind her. “I think if your brother would get a knife in his back, then maybe we’ll finally get rid of that hokey idealism of yours. A good dose of the world outside your bubble will do you quite a bit of good.”

     Her eyes widened. She scanned again but the Bat was nowhere to be seen. "Spurro, how can you say that?! You know Sage! How can you—I can’t believe you said that!” Vixanna turned away from Spurro and stared off into the darkness. “You’re absolutely impossible to deal with when you get like this. I don’t know why I even bother with you."

     Vixanna started on suddenly finding Spurro’s face directly in front of her’s, their muzzles nearly touching. Spurro’s eyes flashed with anger. “I’m impossible!? Who got us into this mess we’re in? You want to know why I’m here? You got me stuck here!     

     "Now wait a minute!" Vixanna glared at him fiercely. "That’s not—"

     "Vix, why did you drag me along with you? I wouldn’t have to worry about ruining my record with the Lupines if you hadn't gotten yourself into trouble...again."

     "So what, what were you gonna do? Were you gonna just let them drag me off to one of their forsaken prison cells? Were you gonna throw me to the wolves, literally?"

     Spurro’s eyes betrayed some emotion. He lowered his voice. "I...no...of course not, Vix." 

     "Then what is your stinking problem!" Vixanna turned away and stared at the ceiling. 

     Spurro put a hand on Vixanna’s shoulder. "I'm sorry, Vix. It's just that...” He paused and thought about Sol. His heart sank at the rapidly decreasing odds that he would be able to resume his search on Ryna. “Well...it's just that I can't keep bailing you out like this, Vix. I can't keep cleaning up after your mistakes. Do you remember when you ran up that gambling debt on Cuscus? I had to pay most of it off for you, do you remember that? And I’m sure you recall when you were caught straight-jumping into the Skink solar system and I had to come and convince those blue-tongues that you weren’t a terrorist or a pirate? I don’t know why you didn’t just enter the system legally through the jumpgate. You have way too much leave on your hands.

    Vixanna glared at him, her ears flattening. "You’re classic, Spurro. You don’t even know what’s going on, do you? I'm not on leave, Spurro! I’m on an assignment!"

     "What? Assignment?"

     "Yeah, assignment. If you’d checked the roster, you woulda known that. I didn't get in bad with those Wolves by my own choice! "

     "I’m...sorry. I didn't know."

     "Apparently." Vixanna roughly shrugged Spurro’s hand off of her shoulder. Spurro fell silent. He decided that he had been talking far too much. Neither of them said anything for a few moments. 

     Then Vixanna spoke again, more resignedly, "Um...Yeah, PTMG sent me here to get something that a local pirate group had stolen from one of our cargo depots about a month ago. They knew I was good at extraction work like this so they chose me for the job. Of course knowing me, and I know you really do, I accepted the job immediately and woulda accepted it anyway, whether it was over my head or not." Spurro nodded. Vixanna continued, "Yeah well, so I followed a few leads and ended up here on Ryna Base. Found out that the item that I was supposed to retrieve was in the possession of the local Lupine smuggler boss as his personal wall ornament. 

     "What exactly was this item that they sent you all the way over here for?" Spurro asked.

     "It was a, jeweled, Raccoonian style saber that was supposed to be sold to the Greater Foxaad Art Gallery on my home world. The artist gave it to us for 'safe' keeping while he negotiated the price with the gallery."

     "Wow." 

     “Well call me bold, or call me stupid, but I tried to take the saber right off the Lupine boss’s mansion wall."

     "Vix, you didn't."

     Vixanna reddened a little. "Yep...It was pretty reckless, I admit. But you don’t achieve anything if you don’t take a leap, ya know? You don’t get anywhere without risk. What’s so maddening about this whole thing is that the guards caught onto my scheme and I was forced to leave the saber behind. I’ve tried to do everything possible to complete my assignment—, which, by the way still isn’t over. Why don’t you follow my example? You could learn something.” Vixanna stopped speaking and returned her gaze to the ceiling.

     Spurro lay down against a backboard and put his arms behind his head, smiling. "Man, I thought you were coming to hug me out there when I first saw you. I was so disappointed. How long has it been? Six—seven months now?” Spurro looked over at Vixanna, his smile broadening. Vixanna returned Spurro's smile and couldn't help from chuckling, "A hug, really? Boy were you wrong. What an idea, huh?"

     "Yeah, boy was I wrong. “

     Vixanna sat up. “Well, do you want a hug now?" 

     Spurro scratched the back of his neck. “Oh...sure.”

     Vixanna put her arms around Spurro's neck and laid her head on his shoulder. 

     Spurro patted her on the back. He paused before speaking. “You know...I didn’t actually mean that thing I said about Sage,” he said. “I don’t what is wrong with me. I was cruel.”

     “I know you didn’t meant it, Spurro. You’re going through some things, I’m sure. I didn’t mean that thing I said about your mother.”

     Spurro suddenly pulled back and held her at arms length. “What did you say about my mother?” 

     Vixanna waved her hands. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I like your mom. Really, it’s your twin sisters that scare me. If I had to sit and get my claws painted neon pink one more time or if I had to help put together one more plastic bead necklace, I think I might go insane.”

     Spurro chuckled. He stopped abruptly and looked at her shoulder. “What’s that wrapped around your arm?”

     Vixanna smiled. “Nothing...don’t worry about it. She sighed and hugged him again. “You know what Spurro, I am glad I caught you. I don’t ever get to see or talk to anybody these days; PTMG keeps me so busy. I’ve been going solo too long. You know how that kinda gets to me.”      

     There was a brief silence.

     "Ow!" Vixanna suddenly blurted with a start. She jerked away. "Spurro what are you doing to my tail?"

     "What does it look like? I'm plucking it."

     "Right, I can tell—OW! Stop it!” She yelled, laughing aloud. “I always h-hated it when you used to do that—Owch! Come o-on, I’m trying to be s-s-serious here!” She was unable to stifle her laughter.

     Spurro put a finger to his lips, trying not to laugh, himself. “Quiet down, Vix, they’re going to hear us.” He continued to pluck.

      Vixanna looked at him open mouthed as if she had walked in on him taking a shower. “ME? 

     Spurro waved his hand at her vigorously. “Shhhhhhh! Vix!”

     “Ak! Spurro, you’re such an imp! A little, black, impish....thing! OW! Quit it!”    

     Spurro let go of her tail and rolled onto his back, laughing through his hand over his mouth. He pointed at the distressed vixen. "Man...you should have seen how high you jumped!" 

     Still chuckling, Vixanna regained her composure enough to speak. “Hey...hey you are gonna help me get the saber back, aren’t you?”

     Spurro stopped and stared at her? “Say what?” A loud bang and footsteps clattering into the room suddenly cut Spurro off. 

--Possible alternate beginning of argument scene.--

      "Gosh Spurro, I know you can. We’re trapped in this smelly warehouse with Wolves snapping at our tails, who could burst back in here any minute. This is no time for your sarcastic comments."

     Spurro looked at the Fox with narrowed eyes. "What’s eating you? Maybe things haven’t gone perfectly for you, but people wouldn’t hate to be around you so much if you didn’t bite their heads off when they try to talk to you. 

     Vixanna’s fur bristled.  She squinted in the darkness, trying to locate the bat but Spurro quietly moved just out of her line of sight. “Don’t...lecture me, Spurro. You’re tactless and reckless. You don’t know how to talk to people.”

     “I’m reckless?  And you're not?"     

     Vixanna scanned the darkness for him again, but Spurro continued to stay just out of her view.  “I take...take responsibility for my mistakes you just make excuses, Spurro.” 

     “I bet you end up doing that a lot, don’t you?

--End--

     Six Wolves had smashed the door down on the left side of the warehouse and rushed inside, searching for their victims, this time with high-powered flashlights. Spurro and Vixanna both froze in horror, not sure if the Wolves had heard them laughing so carelessly just seconds before. The Wolves headed over towards the low platform that the fugitives were hiding under. Spurro and Vixanna quickly backed into the far left corner, narrowly escaping a sweep of the flashlight beam that streamed through the gaps between the scaffolding and the platform. The Wolves continued past them without detecting their presence. Spurro took his chance. Taking Vixanna's hand, he assumed a half crawling position and dashed as quietly and as quickly as possible out from the other side of the platform, and headed for the door that the Wolves had just come through seconds earlier. A half trot was all he and Vixanna dared to attempt. At once, one of the Wolves stopped and sniffed his surroundings. 

     "Hey, I smell something!" he announced. He whirled around and faced the direction of the scent, "You there, stop!" The Wolf fired off several shots, narrowly missing Vixanna as she cleared the doorway and disappeared around the corner. 

     "Great!" Vixanna growled. "We're in a pickle now!”

     Spurro and Vixanna ran into a connecting alley and turned several corners before emerging onto a dingy back street. Spurro stopped and began making another series of squeaks.

     Vixanna stopped beside him. “Alright, Spurro, I think I know a back way to the mansion from here, follow me." 

     “Spurro grabbed her arm. “Are you crazy?”

     “We have to get back to my ship.” He started running with her in tow.

     “Spurro, what do you think you’re doing? I said the mission wasn’t over, weren’t you listening earlier? Now that I know another way to the mansion, we can backtrack. That should hoodwink the Wolves long enough for us to go grab the saber!”

     “I don’t care about the saber; I have to get you out of here. There’s more Lupines coming...a lot of them.”

     “Spurro!” She struggled to remove her arm from his grip. “I’ll fight them, Spurro. I’ll get by. I’ll do whatever I gotta do to complete my mission!”

     “Yeah, that’s what scares me.”

     A wave of sunlight hit them as the back street emerged onto the main street near where he had first landed. Several hundred yards down, Spurro spotted his ship resting on the docking platform.

     "They’re right behind us. Vixanna, you make a run for the ship. I'll try to create a diversion. Go!"

     Vixanna protested. "But Spurro, you can't tackle all those Wolves by yourself!"

     "It's all right; I don't think they’ve spotted me with you yet. I'll pose as a smuggler and try to buy you some time. Watch out, I’ve echolocated more coming up the main street, across from the landing platforms."

     "Spurro, I can't let you risk yourself on account of me like that. You for the ship and I’ll stay behind. 

     Spurro smiled. "Nice try.” 

     “Wait a minute, I wasn’t—“ Spurro shoved Vixanna out onto the street with both hands and turned around to face the oncoming enemy. Vixanna broke into a full sprint for the ship. She looked back fearfully over her shoulder, wishing with all her heart that Spurro wouldn't try to be such a hero. The second that Vixanna dashed behind Spurro’s ship, the six Wolves came out of from the back street and stopped, facing Spurro. Every weapon was raised towards his face as the Wolves formed a circle around him. 

     Spurro stood there, unmoved. "What are you people? You must have the wrong man. I’m just a smuggler."

     "Shut your mouth, Bat!" Titus snapped. "We saw you with that girl! Where is she? You can refuse to speak and we'll shoot you where you stand, or you can tell us now and die afterwards. State your choice!" Spurro propelled himself out from the middle of the circle before the Wolves could react and fired off several shots in rapid succession. Four Wolves fell. Spurro landed behind the other two Wolves. As one of them turned to fire; he kicked the weapon out of the Wolf's hand and then scored him a left hook to the jaw. The Wolf tried to strike back with his fists but Spurro caught his arm, twisting it around behind his back, and flipped him over. With a loud yelp, the Wolf fell face down in the dust. The remaining Wolf, Titus, who wasn't carrying a rifle, picked up a large stone while Spurro's back was still turned and lobbed it at him. Spurro turned around just in time to see it coming and dodged it, but the stone hit his hand hard, disarming him in the process. Spurro cried out, cradling his injured hand. It started to bleed.

     Titus smiled, proud of his throw. "So you want to play dirty, do you, Bat scum? I'll give you much more than you bargained for! Engarde!" Titus reached to his side and unsheathed a long saber. He artfully brandished the weapon and executed a swift stroke, slicing Spurro's coat sleeve and gashing his left wing/arm. "Yikes! This guy is a professional!" Spurro thought. The Wolf swung again, narrowly missing Spurro's head. A third, downward stroke missed him by a fraction of an inch. The sword hit the ground with a thud. Spurro took the chance, grabbing his weapon off the ground and swinging, hitting Titus under the chin with the butt of his gun. Titus nearly turned a back flip from the force of the impact and the saber flew from his hand, clattering to the ground. "Unfortunately not professional enough." Spurro sneered. Vixanna came out from behind Spurro's ship in time to see Titus drop the sword. Squinting her eyes in disbelief, she suddenly recognized the weapon. 

     "Spurro!" she shouted. "Get the sword, get the sword, quick!"

     "Vixanna! No time!"

     "No, no, that Wolf’s got it! It’s the raccoon saber!" 

     "It is?"

     "Come on, Spurro, hustle! There's more Lupines coming fast, I can see them!

     From the ground, Titus opened foggy eyelids to spy Spurro dashing for the saber. Titus shook off the vertigo as best he could under such short notice and grabbed at the weapon. His hand fell upon the hilt first but an instant later, Spurro reached Titus and stomped on the Wolf’s hand as hard as he could before the canine could lift the sword. Titus raised a full lupine howl that pierced Spurro's eardrums, as he jerked his hand away from the hilt. Spurro caught up the weapon and dashed for Vixanna and his ship. Titus was left lying humiliated and aching in the street. 

     Upon reaching the landing pads, Spurro pressed a button on a small remote control attached by a chain to his belt. The latch on the ship’s cockpit door beeped once, the security lock disengaged and Spurro jerked the door open. He and Vixanna dashed inside, closing the door behind them. "Buckle up, Vix," Spurro said. Vixanna took her place in the copilot's seat. Spurro sat down, placing the sword under his seat and firing up the VASIMR engine. 

     Beyond the landing pads, several long structures that resembled sets of railroad tracks covered by a cylindrical tunnel stretched into the distance. Enormous solar panels lined these mass drivers on either side. Spurro spotted a freighter propelling down the gradually inclining rails at an incredible speed. In the distance, it emerged from the end of the tunnel on a fast track out of the Ryna’s atmosphere. 

     With a lurch, the landing pad beneath Spurro’s ship began to move on conveyers towards the starting end of the nearest mass driver. The pad reached it’s destination in a few moments and settled in place.

     Vixanna sunk down in her seat. “I always hate this part.”

     Spurro gritted his teeth as he watched the navigation display on his windshield. He hit the dashboard in front of him with is fist. “Come on!”

     Vixanna looked at him. “What?”

     This mass driver’s computer is a fossil! It hasn’t even finished synchronizing the launch procedure with my engine yet! Those Lupines are going to cut off the power any second now.” A moment later, the word “synchronized” appeared on the screen. Immediately following that “checking air traffic” appeared.

     More waiting.

     Spurro glanced at the holograms that displayed  a 360 degree view outside the ship. He was horrified at what he saw approaching from behind. A ten foot tall armored machine, humanoid in appearance, lumbered into the pad-front street on two thick legs. It carried an oversized assault rife in its arms. 

     Inside the spherical cockpit, the Lupine pilot manipulated the _*Mechanized Assault Armor’s limbs by the actual movements of his body. He leveled the rifle on Spurro’s ship. 

     A voice came through his headset, “Disable the driver assembly only, pilot. General Titus wants the two subjects alive.” 

     “Will do, sir,” the pilot responded. His head-up display projected onto the cockpit windshield locked his target in. 

     Spurro clenched his teeth. “Holy—they’ve got an MAA with them! We have to leave, NOW!” Spurro hit the dashboard again. “Come ON!” 

     “Path clear, brace for launch” suddenly appeared onscreen and without any time for either Spurro or Vixanna to react, the pad started down the rails. The Bat and Fox were pushed hard into the back of their seats. In an instant, the mass driver’s linear motor dumped a titanic flood of electricity into the system, creating a strong magnetic field inside the tunnel just ahead of them. 

     A series of coiled solenoids laid out in sections laced the tunnel. The magnetisable landing pad was pulled towards the coils by the magnetic field. As Spurro’s ship was carried down the rails, it passed through the first coil. The solenoid’s current was switched off and the current switched on for the next coil in line. This process progressively accelerated the ship down successive coils, propelling the craft at near planetary escape velocity. 

      Leaving Ryan Base far behind, Spurro and Vixanna were launched from the surface of Ryna Moon and sped passed wispy clouds up and up. Now the lengthy synchronization routine paid off as Spurro’s computer automatically engaged the VASIMR to complete the launch.

     A magnetic choke inside the VASIMR engine’s central chamber widened the exhaust flow, which shifted the engine into a “low gear” that increased thrust for the upward climb.

     Reaching escape velocity, Spurro’s ship exited the moon’s atmosphere with a roar and trailing a blue streak of plasma exhaust. The computer then narrowed the magnetic choke, which put the engine into a “high gear” that increased specific impulse for maximum speed in space. 

     Spurro turned his craft about, banking it sharply to the left and heading for the nearest star lane: a device for travel between planets and stations within a solar system, that consisted of two rings one on top of the other like a figure eight; the top ring for incoming traffic and the bottom ring for outgoing traffic. A string of these figure eights stretched between travel points, using hyperspace technology to create a kind of “tunnel” in which spacecraft are propelled from one point to the next. 

     “What a ride,” Vixanna said. “You got us out of there, Spurro.”

     "Wonderful!" Spurro groaned. 

     Vixanna started. "What? What’s the matter?" 

     "My radar is showing two Lupine fighter craft launching from Ryna Base on an intercept course!"

     "Shoot. What are we gonna do?"

     "I think I may have a few mines left...ah good.” He grinned. “No first-class trader should be without a few of these around! Vix, on my mark I need you to pull this red leaver next to the flight controls while I dodge them!" The Lupine fighters closed with a flurry of weapons fire, Spurro maneuvered skillfully to avoid the interceptors. He suffered only several glancing blows. Spurro noted that Lupine craft were using twin, rotating cannons, most likely firing armor piercing tungsten-cobalt sabot rounds. “Yikes, that’ll rip my ship to shreds in seconds if I get the full brunt of that!” Spurro thought. 

     The two Lupine interceptors broke off and came around for another pass, lining up directly behind Spurro. “Oh no you don’t,” Spurro growled. His pursuers sped up and began to close the distance. His screen displayed a flashing missile lock. "Now, Vix!" Vixanna pulled the lever and two round objects emerged from the back of Spurro's ship and homed in on the pursuing craft. The Wolves tried to pull out but it was too late. The mines impacted and exploded, sending both enemy ships out of control and disabling them. 

     "Yessss!" Vixanna leaned over and threw her arms around Spurro’s neck, kissing him many times on the cheek. Catching herself, she drew back and covered her mouth with her hand. "Oh. Sorry.” 

    "That's...okay," Spurro’s voice wavered as he recovered from the shock.

     Vixanna raised her palm towards Spurro. “Give me some up here, partner!”

     Several globules of blood floated passed Spurro’s face. Spurro stared at her. She looked at the blood and then back to him. “Um...high five?”

     Titus had managed to crawl to his knees and sit up. He shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand as he stared into the sky. The MAA stood nearby.

     “General!” A soldier carrying a personal defense weapon (a type of improved submachine gun) rushed to assist Titus. He took the general’s arm with his right hand and helped him to his feet. The soldier let go and saluted after his Alpha had gained a firm footing. “I regret to report that the red Foxaadi woman and her accomplice have apparently disabled our interceptors, sir,” he said austerely. 

     Still looking at the sky, Titus’s upper lip started quivering as a low growl formed in his throat. 

     “Sir?”     

     Titus ignored the soldier. “They’re complete fools if they dare even dream that they can escape me,” he said.

