You’re awake, Rasha.

I’m glad. Your journey is beginning. 

I’m so happy for you, Rasha, oh precious Kitten.

Yet there is much more to be done.

You are awake but you have not yet risen. That will come soon. 

Be strong. You must be strong now, Kitten. 

I love you, Rasha.

3

Tricks of the Trade

     Vixanna spun a pen idly between her fingers and sighed resignedly. She let go if it and lit it spin as it floated in the air just in front of her nose. She listened to the soft whoosh that sounded in the background as the ship zipped past each ring of the star lane. The visible blue glow of the lane hyperspace “tunnel” that the ship traveled inside penetrated into the darkness of the cabin and cast a pale light across her face. She looked out the side window where she saw several other craft in the lane with them. There was a large commercial passenger transport behind and freighter with a two-ship fighter escort in front. She observed the typical lane traffic with no interest. 

     The Fox’s left ear began to droop and her eyes slowly closed. Suddenly realizing that she was falling asleep, she roused herself and sat up straight with a groan, her ear perking back up to its original position. She yawned and smoothed down her cheek fur that had become matted from resting on her propped elbow.

     Spurro was busy tending to his wounds that he had received in the sword fight with Titus, using a medical device that increased cell metabolism to reconstruct the skin and tissue. The cuts were quickly fading. Spurro spread both wings and checked them for further injury. He folded them back against his forearms. He resumed his sweeps with the metabolizer. --(possibly uses nanomachines instead of metabolism? Have to research the science) -- 

     The bloodstained strip of Vixanna’s skirt that she had tied around her upper arm along with an extracted bullet floated between her and Spurro in a sealed plastic bag. 

     “You know, I really wish you had told me that you were shot, Vix,” Spurro said without looking up. “I wouldn’t have been such a jerk to you earlier.”

     "Hey how about we get...some light in here, Spurro," Vixanna yawned.

     Spurro looked at her out of the corner of his eye for a moment and then went back to his work. "How about no. Really, I think this is plenty of light.”

     Vixanna cracked a wily smile. "Oh come on, dark guy. D’eado jeur-jesu! Ha’hinta!”
     Spurro put down the metabolizer device. “What?”

     “Ha’hinsha.”

     “Vix, you know I don’t know any Fox. Please speak in Universal Standard. 

     “I said ‘take it easy’, ‘lighten up.’ No pun intended, of course.” 

     Spurro didn’t say anything. 

     “Look, just enough light so I can find the fridge, okay?"

     "So you want to eat my food now?"

     "If you don’t mind."

     "Just use the light from the star lane."

     "Come on, Spurro, I can barely keep myself awake!"

     "How could you be tired? We only left Ryna ten minutes ago."

     "I just can't handle extended periods of inactivity."

     "Extended periods of inactivity?" 

     "You know me." Vixanna gave Spurro a small nudge in his side.

     "Lord help me." Spurro clutched his heart and turned his eyes skyward.

     "Har-har. Unless you want fox drool floating all over your cockpit too, I strongly suggest we turn on some lights."

     "I'll get you a towel." 

     "Spurro!" 

     "Come on, Vix, let a Bat have a little peace. The darkness is soothing to me."

     "Come on, Mr. Grumpy. You need a little sunshine in your life. Everybody does. That's your problem, you don't get enough of it."

     "I’m nocturnal.”

     "Sunshine, Spurro! Sunshine!" Vixanna began to fidget in her seat. She couldn't help it. She could already feel the energy coming on. "I know a good song for you. Want me to sing it?"

     "No."

     "Wonderful! Let's see, it goes....You are my sunshine, my only sunshine. You make me happeeeeee when skies are grey..."

     "Vixanna, please, not in such a small room!"

     "What's the matter with my singing? You are my sunshine, my only—"

     "Vixanna!"

     She stopped and leaned back in her chair, arms folded across her chest. "Okay, okay, Mr. Grumpy."

     "Thank you." 

     She laughed. “Don’t tell me I’m getting on your nerves, Spurro. You always put up fine with me when we were partners, back in the day.”

     “Actually, I barely survived it.” 

     “No, you’ve just gotten all stodgy since then.”

     “Can’t argue with that.”

     They sat silently in their own thoughts for a little while.

     "There's a hole in the middle of space, there's a hole in the middle of space," Vixanna began quietly."

     Spurro sighed, "Vix, please."

     Vixanna threw up her arms. "Fine I reckon I'll just go get some boring ol' thing to eat then.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Mr. Grumpy."

     Vixanna removed her safety harness and got up from the co-pilot's seat. She rose weightlessly from the seat and quickly spun herself around, sending her tail flying into Spurro's face. Spurro sputtered and spit, as he tired to get the bushy pelt out of his mouth. "Blagk! Vix!"

     "Oops, sorry." She looked at him with a toothy smile, exposing her canines.

     "You’re a liar." He turned his attention to a set of figures on the holographic navigation display. Suddenly, a bright light filled the room, causing Spurro to cover his eyes in pain. "Hey!" Spurro rubbed his eyes and swiveled his chair to face Vixanna where she hovered at the back of the cabin near his refrigerator." You meant to do that."

     She smiled and put her fist on her hip. "Really? Well what do you know..." She opened the refrigerator door with one had while holding onto a handlebar with the other and she began to rummage.

     "You’re manic. Did you forget to take your medication this week?" Spurro called after her.

     “Nonsense. If I really did miss a dose, you’d know it.”

     Spurro sighed and leaned back in his chair. "Giddy as a fox is definitely more than a colloquialism,” Spurro chuckled to himself. Spurro jerked up from his reclining position, eyes wide, when he realized what Vixanna was doing now.

     "Blah! Don't you got anything good in here?" Vixanna's voice was muffled from inside the fridge.

     "Vixanna! Quit throwing my rations all over the cockpit!" Spurro pushed off his seat and alighted next to her, arms outstretched to stop her. He dodged a flying package of butter that narrowly missed his head. Vixanna pulled out another package and eyed it.

     "Eew. What's this stuff?" 

     Spurro grabbed the package from her in indignation. "These are Batanian Crag Beetles. And they happen to taste pretty good."

     She closed the refrigerator door. "Well don't you have anything that little foxys can eat?"

     The expression on Spurro's face changed from one of indignation, to one of embarrassment. "Oh nuts. I forgot that Foxes eat meat. Actually...insects have 'meat' on them. It's not the kind you're used to I guess, but you may still like it. Try a couple of them.

     Vixanna made a face. "Suddenly I'm not hungry anymore." 

     Spurro looked at her with a raised eyebrow. (or) -- Spurro put his hand over his eyes. “Oh...boy.” – which is more humorous? 

     "Hmmm..." Vixanna hovered a moment, lost in thought. She began to hum Your Are My Sunshine again. "I've got it!" Vixanna's outburst was so sudden that it made Spurro jump. "Do you have a karaoke system around here? Where do you keep the controls?"

     "Um I—" Without waiting for an answer, Vixanna propelled herself across the cockpit and knelt down in front of a row of cupboards and began randomly opening doors.

     "Vixanna wait!"

     "Yay! You do have one!"

     Spurro slapped his hand across his eyes and shook his head. "I'm doomed." Spurro groaned.

     "Okay now where's your music at? Oh never mind, I found that too."

     "I'm doomed," Spurro repeated. 

     "Let's see you’ve got...hmmm...HMmm...hmMM... Don't you have the Foxtones or maybe Vulpine Rhythms? Kirbya's Classics? Oh Spurro, I never knew!"

     "What! How is that still here? I thought I got rid of all the stuff like that when I cleaned out my last apartment on Batania!"

     "What, for ages three through six? Isn't that right up your alley?"

     "You're a scream."

     "What's this? Night Visions: The Music of Batania II? Sounds boring."

     "What? Vix; you have no sense of style. Night Visions is practically the most listened to line of music on Batania. And be careful with those. They're special collectors editions—I said be careful!" Spurro pushed off backwards and caught a case containing the disk just as Vixanna tossed it behind her. With half closed eyelids, he continued to glide back until he bumped lightly against the pilot’s seat. "Vix, were you raised in a barn?" He took hold of another handlebar and steadied himself there.

     Vixanna pulled out another disk case, "Ooo, look! Mac Crocker: Scales of Fortune! I love this guy! Wow, I didn't know you had this kida taste. Where's the microphone at?"

     "Vix, I really don't think you should be singing."

     "Well, why ever not?"

     Spurro put his wings behind his back and looked off sideways. "I would answer that question but I don't want to jeopardize our friendship."

     "I'm not that bad, am I?" Spurro just looked at her. "Okay, forget I asked."

     "Look, I have a wonderful idea. Why don't you just go into the cargo hold, I'll channel the sound to the ship's speakers in there only and you can karaoke all you want."

     Vixanna nudged him in the side. "Aw, but it's no fun without an audience."

     "Trust me, Vix. It will actually be much more fun for some people."

     "Okay, I'll go into the cargo hold, sheesh. Bats are boring." Vixanna straightened up and moved to a door in the back, near the refrigerator. "Computer, open cargo bay doors." There was a trill and the doors opened with a hydraulic hiss. Vixanna quickly stepped into the darkness. Suddenly, her feet caught something just inside the doorway and she fell over it. She was thrown into a somersault and then tumbled into a stack of crates. Whatever it was seemed to shoot away and disappear. Its parting was fallowed by the sound of a crate hitting a wall deeper inside the bay. "Spurro!" Vixanna cried.

     Spurro flew over to the doorway as quickly as he could. "What is it? What happened?"

     "Spurro, there's something in the cargo bay! Something alive!"

     "What? Are you sure?"

     "Of course I'm sure! Do you think I’d be here hollering at you, if there wasn't something in the cargo bay?"

     "Quick, move away from the door," Spurro ordered.

     “I’m kinda upside down!” 

     Spurro drew his weapon and entered the darkness.

     With keen nocturnal precision, he scanned the near pitch gloom from one end of the bay to the other. He sniffed his surroundings, catching a familiar scent. "Now where have I smelled that before," Spurro thought to himself. "Computer. Cargo bay lights," he said aloud. All at once, the cargo bay was filled with all-revealing light. He heard a scrambling of feet and then a hooded, furry shape dashed behind a larger crate. The intruder caught Spurro's eye before it could complete the dash. "Stop right there!" Spurro ordered, firing a shot after him. 

     There was silence. 

     Spurro ducked between two more crates and began to inch towards the spot where the intruder had disappeared. 

     Vixanna righted herself and carefully moved to crouch close behind Spurro. The Bat began to close in, senses alert and weapon ready. Still there was silence. Upon reaching the front side of the crate, he leapt behind it. "Freeze!" Spurro trained his gun sight on the intruder as it crouched there. "Don't try anything stupid, buddy. I will shoot. 

     The intruder dropped the pack he was carrying and put his hands over his head. "Please! Don't shoot me, sir! I didn't mean it! I'll go back to Ryna, I'll do anything you say! Just don't shoot me!"

     Spurro stared at him. "What in the cosmos? Kid?” He narrowed his eyes. “I thought I recognized the scent.” 

     "Kid? What kid?" Vixanna spoke from over Spurro’s shoulder

     Spurro started at her appearance. "Vix! I thought I told you to stay put!"

     "Oh Spurro, nobody’s in any danger.” She looked at Rasha. “Is this the one causing all the commotion?” She tried to nudge passed Spurro to get a closer look at Rasha. “Why, it's only a little cat!"

     Rasha blinked and stared when he saw her. “Who’s...that?” He thought.

     "Stay back, Vix! He snuck onto my ship amid a full security lockout. We don't know what else he's capable of."

     "Aw look at him, he's scared to death! He...he can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen years old."

     "Vixanna! Quit undermining me on my own ship!"

     Vixanna put her hands on her hips. "Come off of it Spurro, what can the poor guy possibly be capable of with a gun stuck to his head?" Vixanna turned to the Abyssinian. She steadied herself against a crate with one hand and extended the free one towards Rasha. "Hello, cat. I’m Vixanna. Come on out, nobody’s gonna  hurt you."

     Rasha didn’t move.

     "Vixanna, don't tell him that! He's an interloper and he needs to be treated like one. I'm locking him up, right now."

     "Maybe he was just hiding from someone, or maybe he just got hungry. Are you hungry, cat? Sorry we don't got anything to offer you accept Crag Beetles here. Yuck, huh? You know, ol’ Spurro here actually likes—"

     Spurro slipped his pistol back into the holster and gave a frustrated sigh. "Alright come on. Get up, kid." Gaze glued to the floor, Rasha steadied himself, trying to keep his feet on the ground as best he could in the zero-gravity environment. He glanced up to meet Spurro’s eyes for a moment but then quickly returned his gaze the floor. "Let's all go back to the cockpit and we'll discuss this there." He glared at Rasha as he led the Abyssinian out in front of him. He glanced at Vixanna as he passed through the doorway, though his gaze lingered on her a few moments longer that it had on Spurro.

     _*The group moved from the bay doors, into the cockpit area. Rasha looked out the cockpit windows. He saw the stars. Rasha stopped to stare at them and was amazed. They were more brilliant from space than he imagined they would be. He saw a sun in the distance, shining bright yellow. Rasha’s fascination grew. He had never known a sun separate from the red tint of the sky that he had lived under for so long. “I’m finally here,” he thought. “There’s answers out here, I know there are. My clan, my heritage. Being here...I’ve only dreamed of it.” He looked at Spurro again. “But what happens now?” Rasha feared what his answer might be. -- (Rasha’s introspection here may be more appropriate with a later scene. possible rewrite.) --

     “Sit down here, kid." Spurro motioned him towards the co-pilot's seat.

     Rasha obeyed.

     "Vixanna pulled up an extra chair from one of the nearby storage compartments and sat down with them with her hands folded in her lap. Magnetic legs kept the chair upright and secured to the floor. 

     Vixanna’s features were etched with compassion. She studied Rasha’s face: the soulful brown* eyes that shifted anxiously between Spurro, her and the floor; the soft pink nose, the broken whiskers and the dusty fur. She saw his tail twitching back and forth nervously. Though he fought hard to hide it, she could see an apprehensive fear in his eyes; the fear of one unsure of his fate. To her, the cat looked caged and defeated and desperate.* No kid’s face should have to look like that, she thought. She so wanted to reach out and comfort that young face, to tell him that everything would be okay for now on. But that was a promise she knew should couldn’t make.*

     Spurro wasn’t ready to give any quarter. "Look, I really hate surprises like this, kid,” he said. “Now tell me...how by the stars did you break into my ship?"

     Rasha looked away. "Well, sir...it was—I mean I-I used..." He paused.

     "Come on, spit it out."

     "I used th-this, sir" His voice trailed off.

     "Used what?"

     The cat slowly lifted his fist to where Spurro could see it and opened his hand, revealing a small cubical device lying in his palm.

     "What's this?" Spurro snatched the device from Rasha’s open paw. He examined it front and back, spinning it right and then spinning it left. It looked like a blue cube with some kind of projector mechanism on one side and a single switch on the other. 

     "It's a micro-transporter," Rasha said.

     "I micro-transporter? So that explains it. You know these things are outlawed by almost every civilized world in the galaxy, right?"

     Rasha’s features flushed. "Yes...yes sir." 

     At that moment, the ship jolted slightly as it came to the next star lane stop and departed from the receiving lane emitter. A bluish-green planet loomed several hundred clicks ahead. The ship's navigation computer automatically led the ship to the next star lane entrance on the pre-plotted course towards PTMG headquarters. The ship entered the lane and resumed its journey.

     "Where did you get this micro-transporter?" Spurro continued.

     "Um...well...I made it."

     "What? By your self?"

     "Well...yes. Well I bought most of the parts but I put it all together myself."

     "With no instructions? No help?"

     "Yes sir."

     "None at all?"

     "Um...yeah. I-I'm a tinkerer. I make stuff a lot."

     Spurro looked back at Vixanna and she returned his look with the same, shrugging her shoulders. Spurro turned his attention back to the micro-transporter. Although he tried not to show it, he was genuinely impressed. "You know, a clever kid like you really shouldn't be caught up in this kind of illegal activity. It gets you into trouble." Rasha nodded, looking down at his feet. "Unfortunately I can't afford to have you onboard my ship, it’s bad for business. I'm taking you back to Ryna, okay? I’m sure it’s the best thing for everyone here."

     Vixanna quickly looked at Spurro. "Aww, don’t be like that. Let's take the cat back to HQ. We can get him help for him there."

     "Absolutely not!" Spurro immediately cut in. "We're not going to bring this cat into Headquarters! Do you have any idea how many reprimands they'd hit is with?"

     "But he must’ve left Ryna for a reason!"

     "Or maybe he's just a common thief."

     Vixanna looked at Spurro with a raised eyebrow. "A fourteen-year-old that can put together a micro-transporter without schematics or professional knowledge? That hardly sounds 'common' to me." 

     "We don't even know if he's telling the truth. Besides, however he managed to make that transporter, it's still illegal. No amount of ingenuity can change that." Spurro turned back to the Abyssinian. "What's your name, kid?"

     "I'm Rasha, sir."

     "Where are your parents, Rasha?"

     "I...well I don't have...any."

     "Oh no, I'm so sorry!" Vixanna gasped.  

     "They died eight years ago. I'm..." Rasha thought about his aunt and uncle on Ryna. He pictured his uncle’s cruel face and the angry words, and the pain. He pictured his aunt, aloof as always, never speaking to him. “...I’m alone.” 

     Spurro stopped and was silent for a few seconds before he continued in a softer voice. "I'm sorry to hear about your parents, Rasha, but that doesn’t change the situation.” Spurro’s expression became suspicious. “Don’t you have anybody taking care of you at all? An orphanage or—“ 

     “Nobody cares about me on Ryna!” Rasha blurted. “I live on the street. They think I’m worthless, not even worth anything. But I refuse to be a victim anymore! I'm going to join...I'm going to join...join..." Rasha’s voice trailed off.

     "Join what?"

     Rasha twittled his thumbs and paused for a long time before continuing, "Well I saw you out there fighting those Jackals and then those Wolves..." Forgetting his humiliation, Rasha looked up at Spurro, smiling broadly. "Man, I mean, you were great! You made such short work of those Jackals that it was practically over before it even started! And then I saw how you dealt with that smuggler.”  I want to learn how to be strong like that. I want to be ready...for whatever is out here. It’s...something personal for me.”

*when I see the face of the one calling to me."

     Spurro looked to the side and his countenance darkened. “Well after you’ve been in for a while, your eyes tend to be opened a little wider than that,” he said to himself. “You realize that the people you respect the most aren’t who they seem to be.” He narrowed his eyes at Rasha. “Okay—wait a second, Rasha... Do I understand correctly that you want to join PTMG? That's why you stowed away?"

     Rasha became abashed again and hesitated before answering. "Yes sir. That's right."

     "Kid, you can't be serious. You're only thirteen!"

     "Fourteen." 

     "Okay, fourteen. That's still way too young. You can't seriously believe that you could possibly make it into PTMG.

     Rasha clenched his fists. "Yes, and not just PTMG, I'm going to join the Operatives!” he declared defiantly, finding new courage from his earlier anger. “I told you, I’m going to be strong."

     Spurro burst into laughter. "The Operatives? Y-you want to join the PTMG Operatives? Hey, did you hear that, Vix? He wants to join us. Can you believe this?” Rasha looked at the floor, but the defiance remained in his eyes and in his firmly set jaw. “Kid, you're barely out of junior high and you want to join one of the most elite enforcement agencies in the Northern Worlds?" Spurro restrained himself after getting a nasty look from Vixanna and he continued in a more subdued tone. "Look Rasha, I really would like to help you but joining PTMG really is out of the question. And even if you did meet the minimum age, you are required to maintain sellable stock and a steady income. Essentially you have to be a merchant to join the trader's and merchant's guild, I don’t know if you realized that."

     Vixanna became troubled and looked off to the side as the three of them sat in silence. She licked the rim of her mouth and bit her lower lip in anxiety. Then her face brightened. 

     "Wait, Spurro. I’ve got an idea," Vixanna said, moving to a standing position. Both Rasha and Spurro looked up at her. 

     "Eh?" Spurro said.

     "Well you've been doing pretty well for yourself lately, Spurro--or at least so I've gathered from your communiqués to me--so why don't we entrust maybe a third of your cargo to Rasha. That would take care of the sellable stock. And what is a 'steady income' exactly anyway? We need to find a base where he can sell some cargo at a profit a couple of times, and along with a bit of mercantile coaching, we could safely say that he has a 'steady income'."

     Spurro was looking at her as if she were insane. "Vix, all that is just a little bit far fetched, don't you think? We'd never get away with that, not with Marcelle in charge of the division at any rate. 

     "Oh Spurro, It's all a matter of technicality. The PTMG charter only says that he’s got to have a sellable stock and a steady income to join PTMG. It doesn't say you have to 'be a merchant' or anything like that. After we get him joined up, I’ll take him on as an apprentice, he’ll learn from me.”

     "Vixanna, I can’t believe I’m hearing this. You know better.” 

     Vixanna's manner suddenly turned from one of assertion_* to one of entreaty. "Please, Spurro we have to try! He’s got potential, I know he does. Can't you see how much good he could do?” 

     “Listen to what you’re saying here. You are a professional and you’re already overworked and exhausted as it is."

     Vixanna crossed her arms. “I’m not exhausted, Spurro.” 

     “It’s obvious you are. Your ADHD is all over the map today.” 

     She gritted her teeth and looked away. 

     “Look, my point is that you have neither the time nor the recourses to take care of this kid, feed him, house him and teach him how to become an Operative. You can’t do it."

     “You’re right, it’ll take time. And you’re gonna help me. Once he’s in the guild. We’re going to file for joint guardianship.

     Spurro looked away. “Marcelle has an assignment for me at headquarters.”

     “Don’t give me that line, Spurro Subnaltie. You’re on vacation, remember?”

     “Sol is still out there. I need to go back to Ryna.”

     “Ryna...wait, that’s why you were on Ryna? You were looking for Sol?”

     “My information was reliable. I was close this time, I know I was, Vix. And maybe it’s still not too late.” Even as he said this, he had a sinking feeling in his heart.

     “Spurro, you’ve...you’ve been saying that for two years, Spurro.” She gently touched his shoulder. “You can’t go back to Ryna now. The Lupines sure as a monkey’s tail got your face on record by—”_

     Spurro looked away. “I know that.” 

     Vixanna was silent as she pondered her next words. “Spurro, doesn’t your religion talk about giving to the poor and taking care of orphans and widows and stuff? Doesn’t your holy book say that it’s the purest form of religion or something like that?”

     Spurro didn’t say anything.

     “What I’m saying is I wish with all my heart that you’ll find Sol out there somehow someday and maybe finally get some measure of justice for Edrro. You’ve got to believe that, Spurro* But right now, right here, someone needs your help. This young man, an orphan desperately needs your help. I realize can’t take him as an apprentice on my own. Please, he’s got nowhere else to turn, Spurro.” 

     _*He sighed heavily and looked back at Rash and Vixanna, both of whom were looking at him expectantly. "I agree that he could potentially make a good addition to PTMG," he spoke at length. "Yes, he could possibly even make a good Operative with time. His resourcefulness is not in doubt." Spurro paused again. Okay...we'll try him out. Though I sincerely hope, you don’t plan to use the same technicality-based argument you cooked up just a minute ago. If nothing else comes of this, I suppose I can’t pass up the chance to tick off that harpy of a supervisor,” he added under his breath.

     "Thank you so much! Vixanna exclaimed. Without thinking, she and Rasha hugged each other, overjoyed. Vixanna quickly let go. "Oops, sorry about that, Rasha,” she laughed. She patted him on the back and turned to Spurro. “You’re right, Spurro, the argument will require some modification with Marcie of course. Don’t worry, she trusts me. I can get through to her.”

     "Oh—sorry, ma’am." Rasha said as he drew away from the sudden embrace, turning away and folding his hands in his lap. The inside surface of his hears turned from a light pink to a bright shade of red, along with every other spot of exposed skin on his face.

     "Um, ahem," Spurro cleared his throat in an attempt to ease the situation. "Let’s begin plotting a course for a place to begin Rasha’s skills test, okay?"

     "Let’s get to it," Vixanna said. She looked to the side and gritted her teeth. “It’s gonna be a doozy, talking to Marcie. I hope I’m doing the right thing here,” she thought as she made her way to the navigation computer screen. 

     Spurro and Rasha were already there. 

     "Okay." Spurro began. He tapped some buttons on his control panel and a holographic star chart appeared, filling most of the space in the middle of his windshield. "According to this, we are currently in the Free Space 12 system...this lane leads to the Free Space 11 jump gate.” He ran a claw along the displayed lane paths. “That lane leads to an icy planet called Aja as well as a rather large debris field. We just exited the Toltecatina star lane a few minutes ago. Toltecatina is a Falcon-run depot orbiting an uninhabitable water planet. Should we try out Rasha there?"

     "Too small,” Vixanna said. “It would be better if we could find a trading post."

     "Agreed. Okay...let's see..." Spurro searched through the database. "Oh this is good. There is a trading post run by the Tigris royal government on the east side of this solar system. If we backtrack to Toltecatina, there is another lane leading from there to the trading post."

     "Yeah I think it would like it better if I could deal with a related race,” Rasha said. “Feathered species always give me the creeps." 

     Spurro turned to his flight controls. “Alright, I'm disengaging the lane trajectory ...now." The ship jolted and came to a stop, coming out of the star lane and moving off. Spurro turned the ship about and headed for the nearest lane emitter about 2000 kilometers away. They made it to the lane in half a minute or so and entering the lane, to travel back the way they had just come. 

     "I really appreciate what you're doing for me, Mr. Spurro," Rasha said, his eyes bright with excitement. "I can't thank you and Miss Vixanna enough for the honor—the chance to join PTMG.

     "Well don't get too excited yet, I don't know how our supervisor is going to react," Spurro answered, sighing heavily. “I still think this plan is far-fetched at best. I just hope I don't regret this."

     "Oh I'm sure you won't," Rasha returned emphatically. "I...didn’t tell you earlier, but...I’ve been studying. I’ve got some books; I brought them along with me. I’ve learned a lot about galactic commerce. I’m sure—I think I can do this.     

     Spurro smiled weakly. “That's good. I guess Vix...er we don't have too much to teach you then?"

     "Yeah, just point me in the right direction and I'm sure you'll be impressed!"

     “Hmm...let me take a look some of those books of yours.”

     “Yes sir.” Rasha ran to the cargo hold excitedly and returned with his pack. He took and handed his four worn books to Spurro.

     Spurro studied the book covers. “I’ve heard of Modern Commerce before,” Spurro said thoughtfully.  “...Power Trading is a good one... A Guide to International Economics...” He handed the books back to Rasha. “It’s a good start I guess.” He returned his attention to his controls and stared off into space.

     "You don't look very enthusiastic," Rasha said glumly, looking at the floor.

     Spurro turned back to Rasha, his face etched with seriousness. "Listen, I'll be frank with you, Rasha. I doubt this little venture is going to succeed and I know that our supervisor will not be happy with us bringing a minor to HQ, and...to be perfectly honest, I'm still not even sure that you are PTMG material. We know nothing about your background except what little you've told us; and there is a serious trust issue here concerning people who carry illegal, however useful, devices with them."

     Vixanna became flustered and cast a sharp look at Spurro. "Spurro, how can you say things like that to Rasha? He needs support right now, not belittlement. He’s lost his parents, he's been rejected by even his government institutions and now you’re dead-set on dashing his hopes too. He’s already shown us he’s got the sharpness, enthusiasm, and resourcefulness that we look for in our agents."

     "Vix, I don't doubt his enthusiasm or his heart, but that’s not enough, I’m sure you realize that. We haven't even addressed the fact that he's below the minimum age. Believe me, if I could change how things work, I would. We have to be realistic here. I...want him to join us, believe me I do, but—" 

     "But when we get to HQ, we’ll find out soon enough, won't we? I know Marcelle has the forward thinking vision to see what you refuse to. Watch me closely and learn.”

     Spurro turned away from her and continued to monitor the ship's systems. "I hope you're right," he murmured.

_*Possible place for the dark, demonic cult scene?

     At length, the final star lane disengaged and the ship emerged, floating smoothly into the gravitational pull of a small, ringed moon. The planetoid was ash white in color and pitted with many craters. Pockets of a bluish gas lingered in the atmosphere in many places, giving it an almost ghostly appearance. The rings appeared to be made up of particles of rock and ice. 

     The space station of Al Eelaq floated dead ahead in high orbit above the moon. The station’s central structure spun slowly on an axis like an enormous mill wheel, creating artificial gravity for the station. Huge solar panels spread out like a whale’s flippers from the central structure. Behind Al Eelaq, small and medium sized boulders floated lazily about, emanating from an expansive asteroid field that loomed near the far west side of the moon. In the distance, a mining rig slowly gathered minerals from the asteroids using cutting drills and conveyors attached to mechanical arms. Workers in white environmental suits monitored the rig and hovered around the asteroids, mere specks from Spurro’s vantage point. 

     Rasha pressed his face against the windshield to get a better look at the rig and the space station. He was startled and jerked back when something suddenly shot out from the mining rig. With incredible speed, the payload passed by the ship, to Rasha it seemed far too closely, and headed for a sprawling complex far down on the moon’s surface. Rasha tentatively returned to the windshield to watch the payload as it used thrusters to slow its descent before disappearing into one of the blue gas clouds. “What are they doing, Mr. Spurro?”_

     Spurro glanced at the rig. “Most likely, they’re using a mass driver to send packets of raw minerals down to refineries on that moon,” Spurro said. “It’s a super-efficient and an cost-effective way of doing things.”

     Two small craft broke from their patrol path and headed towards the vessel that had just arrived from the star lane. The two ships flew alongside of Spurro’s and came to a stop. The words "Incoming Transmission" flashed across Spurro's console computer screen. He touched the screen to accept the message. 

     The image of a uniformed, black and white striped felid appeared in a holographic projection that filled most of the top half of Spurro’s windshield. The projection was a two-way visual. 

     The fur on top of the striped felid ’s head appeared to be graying and the hair on his chin was long and wavy, hanging from his lower jaw to form a sort of beard. The Tiger studied the Fox, Bat, and Abyssinian with pale, green eyes before he spoke. "Good evening, honored guests.” His voice was full and deep. “Welcome to Al Eelaq. New procedures require that we ask your reason for visiting Al Eelaq trading post today. If you don't mind, sir.” 

     Spurro analyzed the Tigrisian’s manner, taking note of his body language and the way he asked the question. "Business," Spurro finally said. “I’m a merchant.”

     "I see. I’m commencing a scan of your cargo hold, please wait a moment...okay you're all clear. We hope you enjoy your stay." The Tiger and his wingman away to return to their patrol route.

     "Hey, I see lots of patrol craft around here,” Spurro prodded. “What’s with all the beefed up security and the cargo scans? Does the Sultan fear attacks in the outer territories?”

     "The sultan fears nothing," the Tigrisian replied, frowning as if meeting a challenge. Then his expression softened and he continued with a friendly smile. "His majesty is...concerned about recent pirate raids. The Royal Tigris Navy has lost two ships and the asteroid mining rig over there has lost one escort vessel in the past three days alone. The pirates are after the storage depots out near the rig. The Miner's Compact owns the troublesome thing."

     Spurro rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "The Miner's Compact? I didn't think they had stakes way out here.” *MC is mining frozen hydrocarbons from the asteroids, raw material for ship hulls and other things*

     "Yes, they have some influence in this side of the galaxy. I have heard they are expanding every year. More trouble than they’re worth, if you ask me. The rig has its own defenses but Al Eelaq has limited resources. We can't keep protecting their already overfilled coffers forever. What will we do if the vile corsairs decide to attack Al Eelaq? It's bad business." The Tiger closed his eyes and shook his head gravely.

     "Why don’t your people simply tell the Compact to mine somewhere else then."

     The big feline gave a little chuckle at Spurro's suggestion. "I agree, but the sultan feels differently. He believes that the MC is vital for our continuing economic prosperity. Also, MC insists that we help in defending the rig or face, quote, 'financial ramifications.' See there? More trouble than they're worth."

     "That is not right. MC throws their influence around way too easily. It's a good thing that prevailing anti-monopoly laws over here prevent them from gaining too strong a foothold." 

     "Yes, but perhaps we will reap the benefits of an MC rig here soon. Our sultan is certainly confident about the Compact’s usefulness. I hope his Majesty is right but so far, I don’t see much wisdom in that judgment. Well if you'll excuse me, I must get back to my shift. Again, enjoy your trading experience here at our post."

     "It was good talking to you. Mr. umm..."

     The tiger nodded. "You may call me Kebal."

     "Do you have a rank, Kebal?"

     "'Marshal' is my rank. And you are?"

     "Spurro Subnaltie, Master Operative 1st Class and merchant. My two companions here are Vixanna Blackburn and Rasha." Kebal gave a cordial nod to each as Spurro indicated towards them. 

     _Kebal smiled broadly. "PTMG? It's an honor. Say, perhaps you can mention our predicament to your superiors? PTMG’s help would be invaluable out here.” 

     “I’ll certainly look into it when I get back to my boss.”

     “Thank you. We would be in your debt. Farewell, Mr. Subnaltie. We must speak again."

     "Yes, and please, call me Spurro."

     "Farewell, Spurro"

     "Farewell."

     “I can see why you took a liking to him,” Vixanna commented with a cocked eyebrow after Kebal’s image flickered off screen. “You’re both pessimists.”

     “I’m a realist,” Spurro said flatly without looking at her. Vixanna put her arms behind her head and chuckled.    

     Spurro turned to Rasha with the dogged look of an instructor on his face. "I always try to find common ground and establish good relations with the locals everywhere I stop to trade or every system I visit for an extended period of time. You never know when you may need some friends close by out in this vast and usually treacherous galaxy. Though...some locals make better friends than others, as Vix here pointed out to us.” He glanced at her then looked back to Rasha. “Making friends could mean the difference between another day on the star lanes or ending up as space debris, Rasha. Remember that." Rasha nodded, continuing to listen diligently. "Plus it helps your bargaining power a lot. Merchants are more likely to trust you. And of course..." Spurro went on as Rasha kept nodding. Behind them, Vixanna began to nod also, but in a different way. "And—"

     "Put some life into it, Spurro," she interrupted. "You sound like my communications teacher back at the academy." Spurro turned his head half way around to look at Vixanna irately out of the out of the corner of his eye, lowering one ear slightly in his expression of irritation.

     "Vix, if I'm going to teach this kid, then it’s going to be my way, alright?"

     "Alright, alright." Vixanna crossed her arms and lay back in her seat."

     "Good." Spurro turned back to Rasha. "As I was saying, a trader is always trying to make a profit, even in the smallest of transactions. Okay, I think it's about time to dock with the post."

     "Oh you're finished," Vixanna asked, reddening a little.     

     Spurro looked at her smugly. "See, you interrupted for nothing."

     She frowned and crossed her arms. "Yeah, you don't need to gloat."

     Rasha couldn't help from smiling at their half-serious bickering. 

     Spurro opened a communication channel to Al Eelaq and keyed in an automatic hailing signal. The image of a cheerful looking Tigress appeared on Spurro's screen wearing a headset and microphone. She had a shawl around her head that draped her shoulders. It was apparently a cultural garment. "Welcome travelers," she said merrily. May I have your call number, please?"

     "This is PTMG 5593-7D, I’m request permission to dock."

     "Checking, sir...acknowledged, PTMG 5593-7D, your registration signature is confirmed. May I have your name and the names of any passengers?” Spurro gave her the information. “Thank you,” she said. “Your request to dock is granted. Please proceed to dock four. Remember that your passports will also need to be checked once you have docked.” Her smile widened. “Good day to you, sir." The Tigress’s image flickered off.

     “What’s she so giddy about today,” Spurro mumbled to himself. He moved his ship toward an enormous, yellow number four painted on the front of two bay doors.     

     “Registration signature? What’s that?” Rasha asked.

     Spurro glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “Oh...actually I guess I should tell you how this kind of stuff works. Basically, a registration signature is a number stored in a spacecraft’s onboard computer to identify the ship to police and other government agencies. It’s public and any computer can connect to yours to read it. It’s like a license plate on a car. Stations, jumpgates, and landing sites also like to have it for their logs. Being stored on your computer, the signature can be encrypted, but that’s illegal of course. The police have zero tolerance for that. You’ll be arrested in a heartbeat. A call number is mainly used for space traffic control.” Spurro chuckled. “Wrecks in space can be particularly deadly you know, so that number is pretty important.”

     Rasha looked puzzled. “Wait, how can you just let any computer connect to yours? Aren’t you afraid of hackers or, um, viruses or spyware?”

     Spurro smiled at him. “Not to worry, my young friend. Governments are required to provide state-of-the-art protection software with every registration number issued. It’s really pretty safe.”_

     Al Eelaq’s bay doors opened laboriously for Spurro as the ship drew near. He entered the airlock and the doors closed behind him, the view of the asteroid field and the mining rig, disappearing from sight through the shrinking, horizontal portal. 

     The ship doors opened with a hiss and the party of three emerged from Spurro’s vessel. They stepped onto an ornately tiled floor. Several Tigers in work jumpers and hardhats approached the ship and began to perform a general inspection. They gave cordial Tigrisian bows as they passed the Bat, the Fox, and the Abyssinian. Spurro noticed with gratefulness that Al Eelaq was much better kept than Ryna. There were banners and draperies strung along the ceiling of the post and ornate tapestries on the walls. 

     Walking out of the hanger and into the main area of the post, several large signs could be seen for commodity dealers and even one for a spacecraft dealer’s showroom. In the center of the large room, tiled into the floor, was the Tigris royal emblem; it was comprised of four curved scimitars, two on each side of a rising sun, crossing each other at the handles. Four brightly colored banners hung from the ceiling far above, in a square formation, the painted sides facing outwards. 

     Mostly Tigers, but several other felid species as well as even a few reptilians, walked back and forth across the emblem, going about their various businesses. Then Spurro noticed that they were not actually walking on the emblem itself but a thick pane of glass was spread over it's entire surface, accessible by tiles that rose in stair-like inclines on each of the fours sides of the pane. 

     Spurro now had a clear view of the Tigers' attire. Most of them wore baggy silk pants that gathered at the ankle, and either ended in elastic bands that left the feet below them bare, or tucked neatly into cloth shoes that curled up into points at the ends. About their upper bodies they wore, short sleeved, button-down shirts that ended in sort of turtle neck like collars at the tops and sported long shoulder pads that also curled up at the outer ends. Many of the men wore small turbans and the women wore small chains encompassing the crowns of their heads with jeweled pendants dangling down from the chains in front of their foreheads. As Spurro observed, he had to admit that these Tigrisian women looked rather attractive with the chains and pendants about their heads together with the silk clothing...as far as felines go at least. He nearly tripped once when one of the passing females arrested his gaze. 

     There were two passages leading off the main room to uncertain places, while a balcony ran all along the back wall. There appeared to be a drink bar on the balcony as felines sat in the chairs spread across its floor, laughing and talking. A few curious heads turned to watch the three visitors walk in, lingering a little longer on Spurro than on Rasha or Vixanna, before becoming disinterested and continuing on their way. 

     "I liked this reception a lot better," Spurro thought to himself, smiling happily. As he and his companions approached the dealerships, some individuals even greeted them affably. Spurro looked to the dealer’s shops. “Well let’s get this thing going,” he said under his breath. 

     Spurro stopped walking and turned to Rasha. "Okay kid, I think to test your skills, it would be best if Vix and I stood off for at least this first time. We'll see how you do. Consider this the first part of your prescreening." 

     Rasha stared up at Vixanna, his ears beginning to go flat.  “But—“ 

     "Don't worry," she reassured him. "You studied this, right?” 

     “We'll help you if you run into any problems,” Spurro continued. “Here's the cargo manifest, I've marked the stuff you can sell." Spurro handed Rasha a data pad and Rasha skimmed over it quickly. "It cost me about six hundred credits to purchase the goods and your goal is to make a profit. Uh...have at it, kid. We'll be watching." Spurro patted Rasha twice on the shoulder and tried to smile at him as he and Vixanna walked towards some benches lining the far wall. Vixanna looked back and winked at Rasha, giving him a thumps-up.

     Rasha almost reached for her as she departed with Spurro. Rasha looked down at the data pad, holding it in both hands. With a final look in the direction of Spurro and Vixanna, he started towards the nearest commodity dealer’s stall. He felt almost as if he were jumping off a tall bridge. Closing his eyes and fighting off the anxiety, he cautiously stepped up the stall’s counter and rang a buzzer there. A finely dressed, middle-aged Tiger, with an especially bushy 'mane' and a protruding belly emerged from inside the stall and approached the nervous Abyssinian. "Can I help you, son?" the Tiger asked in a kindly tone, his green eyes settling upon Rasha. 

     Rasha quickly looked down. "Well um...uh...I have some cargo to sell, sir. I have plenty of...boron and some...optical computer processors."

     The tiger raised his eyebrows in curiosity. "Cargo? At your age?"

     Plucking up his courage, Rasha looked up to meet the Tiger's eyes and even managed a smile. "Well yes, I'm...a merchant's apprentice," he answered.

     "Ah, I see. An apprentice to your father, son?"

     Rasha stopped at that question as fractured memories of his father and mother crossed through his mind again. He remembered how his father had been teaching him the proud warrior ways of their clan from an early age. He remembered that his father expected him to become a great warrior one day, and he did to. And then the disappearance...Rasha tried to push the painful memories away. Then another image came into his mind. 

     It was a young Abyssinian girl, or so it appeared. The memory image was so vague, so subtle that he could barely keep her in focus. Rasha caught a glimpse of her face and for a split second, Rasha was sure that had seen his own face, no...not his own face but one very similar. It was older, with more delicate features. She was standing behind the father and son pair, watching them. She didn’t seem to belong there, in that scene, but there was a strange familiarity about her that Rasha couldn’t put his finger on. _Rasha felt a familiar warmth at her presence. Suddenly, she began to fade. Rasha grasped for the fleeting image but it was gone.

     “What was that?” Rasha whispered.

     "Son?"

     Rasha looked up suddenly, the Tiger's concerned voice breaking his thoughts. Rasha hurried to recover his composure. "Yes...well no. I'm apprenticed to a famous merchant. I'll learn from him before going back to my father."

     "I see. Who is this great merchant? Perhaps I know him?"

     "His name is Spurro Subnaltie, sir."

     The Tiger squinted one eye and rolled one of his whiskers between his thumb and forefinger. "Subnaltie, Subnaltie...I don't believe I've heard of him."

     "He's a Bat, so you're probably right. Can we uh...get to business, please...sir?" Rasha leaned across the counter purposefully.

     The dealer stood up straight at that and at first Rasha feared that he had offended the big cat, but soon he saw otherwise when the dealer looked at him with a noticeable twinkle in his eye. "Very well, small sir," the Tiger said cheerfully. "I think that you have the way of the merchant in you already."

     From the benches at the far end of the room, Vixanna and Spurro sat, watching the scene. Spurro saw Rasha hand the data pad to the dealer. The dealer took it, looked over it, and handed it back to Rasha, saying something else.     

     "Can you hear anything they're saying, Spurro?" Vixanna asked, looking to him and back to Rasha.

     "Not this time, there's too much background noise."

     "Really? You can't hear it?" Vixanna smiled broadly and her eyes widening. "I'm amazed."

     Spurro chuckled at Vixanna's joke and the look on her face. He loved that playful expression. "Yeah, yeah," he laughed. He resumed his vigil on Rasha. 

      As he watched, the Tiger shook his head. Rasha just stood there for a moment then he pressed some keys on the pad and handed it back to the dealer. The tiger shook his head again. Rasha responded by leaning on the counter and saying something to the tiger with serious intensity, appearing to be slightly annoyed. The Tiger thought for a second and then said something back to Rasha. Rasha repeated his last action, this time with a calmer air but with equal seriousness. 

     "He looks like he's doing well," Spurro said. “Maybe he’s getting a little too spunky for his own good though.” Spurro looked at Vixanna out of the corner of his eye. “Like someone I know?"

*Spurro's fur was dark but his teeth were snow white, even translucent in places, which created an interesting effect when he smiled, especially in darkness. 

     Vixanna laughed and slapped the back of his head with the palm of her hand. "Hey, do you want fur in your face again, buddy? I'm not sp—"

     "Wait. Look, I think the kid is closing the deal." Spurro said. Vixanna looked excitedly towards Rasha, forgetting what she was going to say.

     The dealer stood scratching his chin and eyeing Rasha out of the one eye that wasn't squinted. "Very well, small sir," he said at length. "You have a deal. I congratulate you and I hope to do business with you again." The Tiger took a small, black, metal stick and moved it across Rasha's data pad's touch screen, signing his name on the line that was provided there. He handed it to Rasha and turned to walk back into his stock. "I'll get the workers to begin the cargo transfer immediately," he called behind him. Rasha thanked him and turned to walk over to his , who were already hurrying towards him. Rasha was smiling when he met Vixanna and Spurro half way. 

     "How did you do," Vixanna said as she craned her neck to get a look at the pad in his hand.

     Rasha stood silent for a moment before answering. "Spurro, Vixanna...I made one thousand six hundred and fifty credits.” He grinned triumphantly. Vixanna caught herself this time, muffling her squeal/scream of delight into the soft pads on her hands. Her hug nearly took Rasha's feet off the ground but this time he didn’t have a chance to be embarrassed about it—or too happy to.

     Spurro pursed his lips. "Well don’t celebrate too much. Let’s see if you can keep it up. You’re one step closer to measuring up to PTMG standards but you're not a merchant yet. We need to test your buying skills next.”

     Vixanna put an arm around Rasha’s shoulders. “Oh don’t listen to him, Rasha, he’s just a pessimist. Don’t read too much into it.” She winked at him. 

     “Do listen to me, kid. This is not a game, it’s for real.”

     Vixanna glared at the Bat. “He knows that, Spurro!” She turned back to Rasha. “You’re dealing with this stuff real professionally. You’re awesome, Rasha. I’ve got confidence in you.” Rasha looked up at her with an open-mouthed grin, flushing again. His heart swelled with hope, his spirits soared.

     “Alright enough talking. Remember, kid that your ultimate goal in all transactions is to turn a profit. Try this next dealer here on the far end. Again, we'll be watching." 

     Rasha strode confidently towards the dealer's stall as Vixanna and Spurro once again left to take up viewing positions. The dealer was already standing at his counter. He was not as well dressed as the last dealer and he was noticeably thinner.

     "Excuse me, sir," Rasha said to him.

     The Tiger looked at Rasha with an expression of annoyance. "What? What is it? I don't have time to give you directions and I don't take to handing out money if that's what you're after," he replied.

     "No, no, I’m not here for any of that. I need to buy some cargo and sell some too."

     "You? Selling cargo," the dealer laughed.

     "Yes I have the manifest right here."

     "Let me see that." The dealer looked over the data pad and then looked back at Rasha. "I see. Okay, I'll see what can be done."

     Rasha noticed a queer smile cross the dealer's face as he slowly put the manifest down on the table.      

      After several minutes watching, Spurro noticed the dealer appeared to be getting flustered. "Don’t push so hard, kid! Give him some room," Spurro muttered. But Rasha had sensed the danger as well and backed off a bit. Spurro breathed and shook his head. The Tiger behind the counter nodded and signed Rasha’s data pad.

     The dealer used small robotic cranes to secure, lift, and transport engine parts from his stock room. One robot carrying a VASIMR magnetic field chamber put off a mechanical whir as it followed the dealer upon his orders to a display floor next to the Tiger’s booth. Both Vixanna and Spurro were close enough to hear most of what was being said this time. 

     The dealer stood beside the large magnetic field chamber and patted it as he spoke. "Now this is the highest quality equipment available. Small craft engine components straight from the factories of Malamutia, the finest ship builders around."

     Rasha approached the crane and looked the chamber over for a few moments. He looked back at the dealer, "Let me see some more."

     The dealer smiled. "Certainly." He ordered another crane forward, carrying a thruster nozzle. "These components usually go for around five hundred to seven hundred credits, but I could let the chamber and the nozzle go for four hundred each, what do you say? I can't believe I'm actually doing this; I'm practically giving them to you. But I think I like you, kid, so I'm going to give you this special offer."

     "Hold on...where's the seal?"

     "Seal?"

     "The Malamutes always place their national seal on all their exported factory products."

     From his vantage point, Spurro peered as closely as he could at the engine parts that the dealer was trying to sell. "I don't believe it!" he blurted.

     "What is it," Vixanna asked.

     "That swindler! I don't believe it!" Spurro repeated.

     "Why? What's the matter?"

     "This guy's trying to clip him! Those are definitely not Malamutian engine components, I can see that even from here. And even if the parts were Malamutian, Malamutian engine components go for much less than his asking price. Besides, the Malamutes aren't the finest ship builders; we are."

     "I've heard that that is a matter of some dispute," Vixanna commented, looking up at a banner hanging nearby."

     "The point is that kid’s being cheated, and badly. Let's see how the kid handles this." 

     The dealer’s ears suddenly went flat against his scull, and his lips curled up into a snarl.

     "How dare you! Are you calling me a liar?" The Tiger yelled. 

     Rasha’s eye widened. "I...I don’t want any trouble, sir, but I don’t see the Malamutian seal.”

     "What does it matter?"

     "Malamutian products always have the seal."

     "And how would you know that?"

     "I read.” Rasha glared at the dealer. “Maybe you thought I would be an easy target? You wouldn't be the first one. I’ve lived on the streets long enough to know how to deal with people like you."

     "Watch your mouth, brat! I won't have you sass me!"

     "Sir, I’m only trying to...” The angry dealer made a slight hand motion two individuals standing off about thirty feet behind Rasha. The two male Tigers responded. Their faces were covered with a folded cloth that left only their eyes and the bridge of their muzzles visible. They walked surreptitiously towards where Rasha and the dealer were arguing. Rasha didn't notice the hand motion, but Spurro did.

     "Uh oh. This is not good.” The two thugs approached Rasha. One put a hand on his shoulder and roughly turned the young cat around to face him.

     "Hey you little trouble maker," he growled. I think you should leave.”

     "But he's cheating me," Rasha protested.

     "Quiet, brat! 

     Vixanna gasped. "Spurro, we need to help him!" She rose to run to Rasha.

     "Wait! He needs to deal with this on his own."

     "But Spurro—"

     "If it gets ugly, we'll intervene. Wait just a minute longer."

     Rasha began to back away. "Oh no, cat, we can’t have any of that now.” He pointed to the teenager.  “Teach him a lesson, boys! He's not getting away that easily. I won't be insulted without retribution!"

     The Tiger standing nearest to Rasha stuck out, claws extended, at Rasha's face. It would have gashed Rasha badly if he hadn't ducked just in time. Surprised, the Tiger nearly fell on his face from inertia when his strike missed. The other attempted to grab Rasha by the arm. Rasha dodged nimbly aside and took this chance to dash behind his assailant, grabbing the Tiger’s arms and pulling them behind his back while thrusting his own arms through the elbows, and locking the Tiger's head in a neck brace. Rasha could think of nothing else to do but try to keep the Tiger between himself and the other assailant as a shield.

     Vixanna said was immediately on her feet and rushing to the scene.

     Then Spurro noticed with horror that one of the thugs had a knife on his belt. He rushed to the Fox’s side. “Oh no! Father-Creator, please protect him until we can get to him,” He silently prayed. He and Vixanna suddenly halted when they noticed someone else running to the same scene.

     As the other assailant moved back and forth, attempting to get a swipe at Rasha without hitting his partner, Rasha began to loose his grip on the struggling thug in his arms. Finally, the Tiger threw Rasha off, landing the cat on his back. Rasha hit the floor with a huff as the air was knocked from his lungs. With a snicker of perceived victory, the Tiger lunged at Rasha again. When the Tiger was almost on top of him, Rasha grabbed his wrists and planted a foot in his stomach, sending the Tiger barreling over Rasha's head and landing on the floor with a thud. 

     Rasha took the opportunity and bolted, running for a security booth that he spotted a few hundred feet away. Now joined by the dealer himself, all three Tigrisians gave chase. As Rasha approached the corner of another dealer’s stall, he ran into a tall figure that had suddenly intercepted his path. Rasha felt himself being caught just before he fell backwards from the impact. Disoriented, he looked up to see a blue-uniformed, turbaned security guard looking down at him. The guard held Rasha by the shoulders with hands covered by white gloves. Rasha’s heart almost stopped on sight of him. He stared at the guard, mouth open, unable to find words. 

     After a moment, he was able to speak, "Wait...I-I can explain this!" 

     Rasha's pursuers skidded to a halt upon seeing the guard and turned around to try to slip away unnoticed.

     "Hey, you three, stop!" the guard ordered. The thugs and the dealer faced the security officer.

     The corrupt dealer pointed finger at Rasha, "This boy tried to rob my honest establishment," he snarled. "And when I tried to stop him, he went crazy, attacking my men here!" 

     "No—that's a lie!" returned Rasha, flushing with anger. "This guy was cheating me, trying to sell me cheap engine parts and claiming that they were Malamutian! When I confronted him about it, he flew into a rage and sent his thugs to attack me!"

     "Is this true, you three?" the guard asked. 

     The dealer smirked. "Of course not, officer. Do you think that a youth of his age could possibly be in a position to buy cargo in the first place? I guarantee you he doesn’t even have a permit."

     "Tell me the truth, boy," the guard demanded, sternly, "Did you try to rob this man?"

     Though his ears and face were burning with anger and embarrassment, the room seemed to be growing colder, as did the impersonal gaze of the law enforcement official who wouldn’t let him go. Rasha’s eyed widened. "Please, officer, I didn't do it! I swear I didn't," he cried. "The dealer here tried to cheat me!"

     The security guard thought for a moment before finally answering. "Alright, you three," he said to the thugs. I have to insist that you come with me." 

     "Thank you so much, officer," Rasha breathed as he tried to leave. The guard held him fast.

     "Hold on, cat, you're coming too."

     "But—but why? I told you what happened!"

     "I'm not sure what happened. I'm taking all four of you in for questioning."

     Vixanna and Spurro approached the scene. "Wait, officer!" Vixanna called, raising a hand in the air. 

     Rasha latched onto her voice. It felt to him like a warm blanket draped over his body. He looked at her and his eyes began to well up. "Vixanna—" 

     Vixanna stopped in front of the guard. "Rasha is innocent; me and my friend here saw the whole thing from beginning to end."

     The guard looked between the three. "Rasha? Is that the boy's name then?" Vixanna realized her mistake. She had lost her and Spurro's position as impartial witnesses. A look from Spurro told her he was thinking the same thing "You know this boy, do you?" the guard prodded.

     On impulse, Vixanna hurriedly attempted to recover from her mistake. "No wait, I wasn’t really saying his name was Rasha, I just...uh..." Vixanna took another glance at Spurro, this time seeing a look of pain cross his face. She bit her tongue.

     "How do I know that you two are not partners in crime with this boy? I know, why don't I take all of you in for questioning?" Spurro was racking his brain for something that could diffuse the predicament when a voice from behind cut his thoughts short.

     "Stand down, officer," the deep voice said. These three are with me." Vixanna and Spurro turned around to see who had spoken and there stood Kebal, looking at the guard sternly with his hands on his hips. His shifted his weight to plant his feet firmly, standing up to his full height in front of his subordinate. Rasha’s hope fell. "Oh no, they’re going to hand me over to this guy now?"

     The guard started. "Marshal Kebal...I must insist. I have reason to believe that these individuals have been involved in a crime."

     "Officer, you know me. I would not put my trust in criminals. Besides, I witnessed the event myself; the boy is innocent." 

     The guard looked over Rasha and the Tigers again and then sighed. "Very well, Marshal." He turned to the Tigers. "Come with me, you three! Now!" The Tigers tried to balk but soon two more guards arrived and the thugs were forced to submit.

     "You have not seen the end of this," the dealer shouted at Rasha. You have not!"

     "Silence, scum!" The guard commanded. "Come, I don’t want any more trouble from you, or there will be consequences." The thugs were led away and Spurro turned, gratefully to Kebal. 

     Vixanna grabbed Spurro’s arm. He turned to stare at her, “What?”

     “You shouldn’t have gone and tested Rasha like that, Spurro,” she said, glaring at him. “It was dangerous.”

     Spurro frowned. “Hey he made it didn’t he?” He turned back towards Kebal, dislodging himself from Vixanna’s grip. She crossed her arms over her chest.  

     "Marshal, it’s so good to see you here!" Spurro shook the Tigrisian’s hand vigorously. "And hey, that was an excellent bluff, telling him that we were your associates.” 

     Kebal looked at Spurro quizzically with his head cocked to one side. "Well why ever should you not be my associates?" Kebal asked with mock indignation. 

     Spurro looked at him with some confusion. "Excuse me?" 

     Rather than answering directly, Kebal looked up casually towards the top left of the room and spoke as if musing to himself. "I rather think I'll go have a drink at the bar," he said. 

     With that, he turned around and began to walk away, arms behind his back. He moved with a wide, striding gait down the corridor. Vixanna, Spurro, and Rasha stared after him. After he had moved a few feet away, Kebal turned half way around to face them, smiling quizzically again. "Come, what are you waiting for? You're with me, aren't you?" He began to walk again.

     All three looked at each other and back at Kebal. Spurro broke into a smile. 

     "Yes...sir," He replied enthusiastically. He and Vixanna moved to follow Kebal.  "See, what did I tell you about the importance of making friends, huh Rasha? Rasha?" He turned around to find Rasha hadn’t moved. The cat stood still with his head low. His expression was unreadable but his lip was quivering. "Rasha, what's wrong?" Spurro walked back to Rasha and stooped down, putting his hand on Rasha's shoulder. 

     Rasha raised his head and gave Spurro a soulful look. Tears were forming in his eyes. "I really messed things up this time, didn't I, Mr. Spurro?”

     "What do you mean, Rasha?"

     Rasha looked away. "I pushed too hard. It was my fault that those Tigers attacked me, my fault. Then I almost got us all arrested. People were watching, everybody saw it. How am I going to prove myself now?" By this time, Vixanna had come up and leaned down in front of Rasha with her hands on her knees. Her face exuded concern. Rasha couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “She probably thinks I’m an idiot, a total buffoon,” he thought. “You and Miss Vixanna should send my back to Ryna. I wouldn’t blame you.”

     Spurro was silent for a moment. He scratched the back of his neck as he put his hand on Rasha’s shoulder. "Well you know, Rasha...those were some pretty snazzy moves you pulled out there. Man, that tiger fell right on his face when you put your foot in his belly like you did. And that was excellent foot work when you had him in that lock. You did alright, kid.”

     Rasha blinked, "You mean that?"

     "Yes, I have to say you truly surprised me.”

     “I’m proud of you, Rasha. I really am." Vixanna piped in. Rasha looked up at her, smiling again. She impulsively reached out and took Rasha's hand in hers as she knelt with him. She squeezed it gently between her other hand lain on top.

     Rasha thought he had never seen such kindness, such gentleness, such loving compassion as he saw now in the eyes that searched his. Rasha stared. He was surprised to find that her soft touch felt so familiar. He beheld the quiet caring in her face, the crystal blue eyes, the way she knelt close beside him. Memories flooded into Rasha’s head. “Mother...,” he whispered.

     Kebal walked up in his striding manner to see what was going on, "What troubles the boy, is he hurt?" Rasha shook his head as Kebal’s voice snapped him back into reality.

     Rasha straightened up and smoothed down his shirt. He tried to avoid Kebal’s eyes.

     "No, he’s okay now," Spurro said. He stood up. "Now, how about those drinks?"

     Kebal grinned. "Right this way."

* * * 

     The four companions sat together around a circular table on the balcony at Al Eelaq. Kebal sat leaning back in his chair, thoughtfully sipping a hot cup of Tigrisian herbal tea. The steam wafted slowly up from his cup and floated across the table to the nostrils of the other three individuals. 

     "It was very nice of you to ask us to join you here, Kebal," Vixanna said cheerfully. "And this tea smells great!"

     "Why thank you, m'lady," Kebal answered, giving her a nod and a smile.

     Vixanna gave a small, coy laugh and reddened just a little at Kebal's polite language. She tipped her mug up to take a gulp. No sooner had she done so, than her ears went flat, her face contorted, and her red fur bristled like a pincushion. "Wow *cough*, that's...potent stuff," Vixanna managed with some effort. 

     "Ah, so you have never experienced the 'purity' of our renowned Tigrisian tea, have you?"

     "Nope, I recon I...haven’t." Vixanna coughed again as she carefully set the mug back down on the table.

     "Today is your lucky day then, ha-ha! Who says that you need alcohol in order to get a buzz? Alcohol is bad for the blood, but this stuff...this stuff puts a fire in your heart. Of course, as you can see, it pays to drink it...'conservatively'."

     “Yeah, I noticed. Ha!" there were laughs all around. Rasha raised his mug to take a sip.

     "Drink it slowly, Rasha," Spurro said, smiling as he nudged Rasha in the side with his elbow. More laughs around the table. Spurro turned to speak to Kebal. "So, your shift is over, my friend?"

     "Yes, my next one starts in two hours," Kebal said.

     "Did you meet any trouble while we were gone?"

     Kebal chuckled. "Ha-ha, no! And thank goodness as well!" He took another sip. "As you know, we can ill afford it," he added in a more serious tone. "Actually though, things seem...quieter around here. No sign of the pirates for two days...too quiet, possibly. But I find that I am enjoying it as it is. Maybe I just shouldn't think about it, enjoy the quiet as it lasts, eh? Ha!" He lay back, sipping his tea again.

     Spurro leaned across the table towards Kebal, "Surely a man of your caliber has heard some interesting rumors lately? An old merchant's tale perhaps? Maybe some old navy pilots telling war stories?"

     "No, nothing like that..." Kebal thought for a moment. "Well...I have heard something. You may already know this, but it has been said that the Oceletahn-Geckoah Research Institute lost some ships recently, somewhere near the Raurossa Nebula."

     Vixanna rubbed her chin. "The Raurossa Nebula? That's smack in the middle of the Outlands isn't it?"

     Kebal nodded. "Yes. No one can explain it. Three research vessels—gone, just like that, without a trace. 

     "What in the cosmos were they doing out there anyway?” Spurro asked. “That entire part of the galaxy is frontier. There are no star lanes or jumpgates for five weeks in every direction, hence no communication either. It’s bad business going into that nebula. I hear that it’s long been classified one of the most dangerous places in the Northern Worlds. Spurro paused. "Looks like that last point has been proven," he said gravely.

     Kebal nodded. "I'm not sure why they were out there; they say it was some kind of survey/research mission."        

     "Have there been any recovery efforts attempted yet?"

     "Several, I've heard, but they don't know exactly where too look. Their last communication to the Institute reported their position near the Raurossa Nebula but the Institute has reason to believe that the ships may have entered the nebula itself by the time they disappeared off of long range sensors."

     "How do you know all this, Kebal?" Vixanna asked.

     Kebal smiled sheepishly at his neglect to properly word his earlier statement. "Well...technically I guess you could say that it's a little more than a rumor. Both the Oceletahn and Geckoah governments mentioned it in press conferences yesterday. They didn’t give much more information than what I’ve already told you. They appear to be mostly trying to keep it quiet. There were many people from many races on those ships and you know how prestigious the OGRI is. 

     "Yes. I know." Spurro shook his head slowly. "I hope the ships survived. Maybe they'll appear on sensors again soon."

     "Maybe it was the Lupines," Vixanna suggested. Both Kebal and Spurro looked at her questioningly. "They were on the east side of the nebula weren't they?"

     "Why...yes," Kebal answered, raising his eyebrows. "I didn't say but, yes, you're correct, they were reported to have disappeared towards the eastern side. How did you guess that?"

     "Oh, because that's where the nearest star lane ends. I just assumed that they woulda taken the fastest route."

     "Oh. And?"

     "Well you know that the east side of the Outlands borders Lupine space, right? I’m sure you know that for a long time, the Lupines have been touchy about ships poking around there. They're always complaining about ships 'messing around' near their borders. They especially hate travel near or through the Raurossa Nebula. Some of their warships have even been deployed in the area occasionally."

     Kebal looked as if he had just received an epiphany. "Yes, these are well known facts. I did not consider the Lupine possibility." Then he looked to the side and spoke in his musing tone. "And it seems that their efforts have intensified in recent times.” He paused and then looked back to Vixanna with an expression of intellectual curiosity. "So you think they may have attacked the OGRI vessels?"

     "Why not? They’ve definitely got the means and the nastiness to pull something like that off. People I’ve talked to say that the Lupines are trying to hide the existence of valuable, unclaimed recourse deposits. They want to grab them before anyone else can. Or maybe they’re building a secret fleet out there. Who knows what those snakes are up to?"

     "No, that can't be right. It just doesn't seem like them," Spurro cut in.

     Vixanna glared at him. "Why? Why wouldn't it be them?" Vixanna asked indignantly.

     "I agree that the Lupines aren't exactly the friendliest guys around, but I've never known them to attack civilian ships in international space before. They'll threaten anyone that opposes their expansion, and they'll bombard your planet at a moment's notice but not this. Besides, science ships are protected by international treaty—treaties the Lupines signed themselves. Why would they risk open war by attacking an OGRI convoy out in the middle of nowhere? It seems that their troubles with the Goanni Dominion would be keeping them busy enough. Ha, thankfully the Goanni are the main hindrance against the Lupine Empire's further expansion—at least militarily. 

     Spurro leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “Unfortunately, I must say that the Goanni are not much friendlier than the Lupines in the way of invading other worlds...anyway, blaming it on Wolves just doesn't make sense." 

     Vixanna turned to Rasha, smiling. "What do you think, Rasha? You’ve lived around Lupines. Tell him I’m right."

     Rasha looked around. "You want my opinion? I uh...I-I guess it sound like them. I don’t know." ** 

     "Vix, if they want recourses so badly, why don’t they just come out and claim them outright? Or claim that whole area of space, for that matter? If they’re building a secret fleet, then why not build it in their own territory? They have plenty of obscure corners within their vast space to do something like that."

     Vixanna frowned and was silent for a moment. “...Maybe you're right, Spurro, but what could have happened to those three ships then? 

     "Who can say," Kebal sighed. There was a troubled silence as the four sat pondering the situation.

     "It's a really bad situation. I hate to think that all those lives may have been lost," Spurro commented. Kebal nodded knowingly. 

     Another silence ensued. Kebal glanced at his watch, "Oh look at the time! I forgot that there is some business that I have to take care of before my next shift. I must leave immediately."

     "Oh really? It seems much too soon," Spurro said, his voice falling.

     "I agree, we did not nearly get to visit long enough." Kebal stood up purposefully with his feet firmly planted, as the other three stood with him. 

     "Well the tea was excellent and we all thank you immensely for your hospitality," Spurro said, stretching his wings. "I apologize to; we also kind of need to get moving again."

     "Ah, it was my pleasure and I would gladly do this again any time." The three shook hands with Kebal. "Farewell, my friends! I will be sure to tell others about you." Kebal strode off down a corridor and disappeared from sight.

     "Hm. Nice guy," Vixanna said, smiling.

     "Very nice."

     "Umm. If you'll excuse me, I need to go somewhere for a bit too," said Rasha. "I'll see ya'll back at the ship."

     "Where do you need to go, Rasha," Spurro asked, a little concerned.

     "Um, to...well, you know." Rasha gestured with his thumb towards in back of himself.

     "Oh yeah, right," Spurro chuckled. "I think I saw a lavatory that way." He pointed towards a flight of steps on the far end of the balcony.

     "Thanks. I saw it too."

* * * 

     About ten minutes later, Rasha stepped out of an elevator and walked out onto the main thoroughfare, heading towards the hanger bays. He stopped when he noticed Vixanna and Spurro talking to each other near the ship dealer's shop. They seemed serious at first but then Vixanna said something that made Spurro laugh. He watched them for a few moments. "Those two make such a good team," Rasha mused to himself. "I wonder how long they've been friends. It looks like Vixanna really trusts Spurro and Spurro seems to just love her company. Ha-ah! When they’re not arguing, that is!" He continued to watch them talk for a few more seconds. "They make a great team. It's almost just like...like...my..." His face darkened and all too familiar feelings began to enter his heart. "No, Rasha, not them, you can't think about them," he mentally scolded himself. "You'll only hurt yourself more." Even as he said this, an image appeared in his mind. He saw his parents standing beside each other, looking at him. They looked happy. He wasn't sure what they were doing. Maybe they were posing for a picture or something? Rasha, didn't know. He didn't want to know. Rasha suddenly started out at a hurried pace towards where Vixanna and Spurro were standing; the image in his mind faded. He soon arrived at his destination. "Hi guys, what's going on?" he piped. Vixanna and Spurro turned to face him.

     "Oh hi, Rasha, we were just discussing you," Spurro said. 

     “Um...really?” Rasha looked between Spurro and Vixanna. “What about?”

     “We were just discussing the next step for you. Are you ready to leave?”

     “Sure, I’m ready.”

     "Okay come on, let's get moving." Spurro typed in a code on a key pad near the doors of his ship and the doors swung open. The party of three walked up the ramp and into the dim cockpit.

     The green and blue light from the control panels gave them enough illumination to find their way. As they settled down in their seats, Spurro opened up a comm. channel to Al Eelaq, the eerie lights once again casting strange shadows across his face. The Tigrisian control tower operator once again came up on screen. "This is PTMG 5593-7D, requesting launch clearance."

     "One moment, please, PTMG 5593-7D," she responded just as cheerful as ever. "Okay sir, you're clear to launch. Good luck out there."

     "Thank you."

     The doors to the hangar closed and the bay doors to the outside opened. Spurro powered the engines and they ship emerged from Al Eelaq.

* * *

     The room was large and sinisterly dark. The towering walls seemed to fade into oblivion as they reached towards the unseen ceiling far above. A wide flight of stairs let up to a platform at the front of the room. There was a circular conference table with chairs placed around it in the middle of the room, while several dimly glowing lamps sat on its top, casting a steady red light. 

     A lone Wolf stood on the front platform in front of a large window with his hands folded behind his back. He gazed out into space. He watched as a great battleship rumbled by. Other, small craft flew in and out around huge scaffolding, slowly lowering space station parts and modules into place. 

     The Wolf wore a gray uniform, the collar fitting closely round his neck and reaching almost to his chin. The uniform was button-down in the front with shiny silver buttons. The shirttail was long and ended at the back of his knees, halfway encompassing his lower half like a trench coat. Three rows of military medals lined his left breast and on the right, the Lupine imperial emblem was sown in. 

     His head was bare but tall black boots covered his feet. A long scar ran from his left eyebrow, across his muzzle and ended on his right cheek. However his left eye seemed to have been spared the wound. He stood perfectly still, only moving his head slightly left or right to follow the movements of the spacecraft outside. 

     At the far back end of the room, the automatic doors hissed open and a familiar Khaki uniformed Lupine stepped inside. Without turning his head, the scarred Wolf’s ears moved back to catch the sound of the other Wolf’s echoing footsteps. The Khaki uniformed Wolf walked to the base of the stairs in front of the platform and kneeled down on one knee before them. He lowered his head to rest upon the knee that was propped up. He waited.

     "Speak," the scarred Lupine commanded without taking his eyes off the window.

     "Forgive me, Lord Cainus, but I have run into a...problem. A vexing one at that," the Khaki uniformed Wolf said. 

     "Oh?" Cainus turned halfway around and looked upon the Wolf that had spoken. "You know how busy I am, Titus."

     "Yes I know, m'lord, but I think this is a thing that only you can help me with."

     Cainus turned to face Titus completely. "Really?”

     “You still owe me for rescuing you from captivity* during the campaign against the Ferret insurgency.

     Cainus raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.* Then please, rise, my old friend. Tell me of your troubles." Titus stood up and Cainus walked down the steps to join him. 

     "It's about a Fox, sir. 

     Cainus raised his brow. "A Fox? That does sound like trouble."

     "Yes, one sneaked into my manor on Ryna two days ago and stole something that belongs to me."

     Cainus raised his eyebrows. "Sneaked into your manor? How did he manage that?” Cainus seemed amused.

     "Forgive me, Cainus, but she managed it."

     Cainus's eyebrows rose even further. "A Fox, and a woman at that. How in the cosmos did she get the better of you?"

     "I'm not sure, Cainus.”     

     “Why do you come to me with this? Aren't your troops competent enough to track her down?”

     Titus bowed again before speaking. "That's where it gets a bit complicated. We captured her ship and accessed its records. She’s with PTMG."

     A look of disgust crossed Cainus's face. "Ah yes, PTMG. Curse them. They have caused the empire trouble on more than one occasion.

     Titus suddenly became flustered and spoke angrily, "I tried everything! I ordered my pilots to track the Fox when she left Ryna aboard another ship, but the Fox and her companion used mines to incapacitate the interceptors and escape. I contacted every bounty hunter I know, but once they found out that the Fox was with PTMG, they wouldn't touch her! You see wherein the problem lies for me now don’t you? The last thing I want to do is risk economic sanctions against Ryna and other imperial holdings in the sector by gong after her. PTMG’s sway over the international community is vast, as you know. I am at the end of my rope, Lord Cainus!" 

     Cainus’s expression hardened and he looked Titus in the eyes. “Are you sure that this is how you wish me to repay my debt to you, my friend? You have been keeping this one in reserve for quite some time.”

      Titus smiled craftily. “Absolutely sure, m’lord. I can’t quite explain it but...she has enraptured me, m’lord. I simply must have her.”

     "You mentioned that the Fox had a companion.”

     "Oh yes, there was a Bat who arrived to help her. I’m sure he must have been an Operative. More than likely, she is one too.”     

     Cainus scratched his chin thoughtfully. "A Bat? All the way out at Ryna? Will you imagine that." 

     "Permission to speak freely, m'lord?"

     "Of course, my friend. Speak."

     Titus furrowed his brow and gnashed his teeth. "How long, Cainus? How long will the empire let imbeciles rule our actions? Bats, Foxes, PTMG, all of them! How long will we allow our hands be tied by international scorn? When will we rise up, take hold of our manifest destiny, and claim what is rightfully ours? When will we crush our enemies to dust and take the galaxy as our rightful thrown? Why must we, the Master Race, bow to the will of these inferiors?"

     "Patience, patience, my friend. We have not so soon forgotten the teachings of his excellence and godship Potentate Lupus VII. We will one day accomplish our destiny." Cainus paused for a moment. "Perhaps sooner that you know." He smiled slyly as he said this."

     Titus was suddenly intrigued. "What are you getting at, Cainus Fange?"

     Cainus hesitated then continued. "We...we have found something. At least we have very good reason to believe that we have."

     "What is it, Lord Cainus?"

     "For nearly a decade now we have suspected its existence. The ancient manuscripts that we discovered on the dead planets have told us of it. We have seen evidence of it over the years; more dead planets, other manuscripts... We are moving cautiously but surely. Our time is near. Even now we are making preparations to..." Cainus stopped.

     "Go on."

     Cainus shook his head. "I'm sorry, friend, but I cannot. There are certain things that I cannot tell even you. This entire matter is of the utmost secrecy. Fear of our intentions being discovered by the Goani or others and the disappearances of our chief archeologists early in the project, among other setbacks, have prevented us from researching the matter as readily as we would have liked. I am sorry, I cannot tell you more. But don't worry, old friend, all things will be revealed in time. Soon all secrets will become known and all barriers will be dispelled. Meanwhile..."

     Titus looked at Cainus expectantly. "Yes?"

     "Stiletto!" Cainus called into the darkness. A moment later, a tall, shrouded, figure emerged from the gloom and stood in front of Cainus. Titus started at his appearance. He seemed to have come out of nowhere. 

     The figure, wore a long, black overcoat with a high collar that obscured most of his muzzle below the nose. 

     "Yes m'lord," the figure said in a low, raspy voice.

     "Stiletto, I have a job for you." 

     Stiletto and clicked his teach menacingly. "Your will is my will, m'lord." A cybernetic device covered his right eye, with a glowing red 'eye' in the middle. His arms were wrapped in what appeared to be bandages or strips of leather. He appeared to Titus literally like a cadaver emerging from its tomb. All Titus could think to do was step back, giving the other Wolf plenty of berth.

     Stiletto brought his hands forward. A flash of cold steel glinted across his face as he did so. The tops of his wrists were covered in rows of long, serrated blades set in two evil-looking devices. Cainus smiled approvingly.

