
The little raccoon's ragged breathing reverberated ominously in his spacesuit. His fur was becomming matted with sweat. Shaking in fear, he glided behind a large piece of debris in the massive field he was in.


His trepidation did not come from the perils of spacewalking. On the contrary, he found the quiet, vast darkness somewhat serene. Nor was his fear due to the ion torpedoes he was disarming in a veritable sea of explosives. He had scavenged dangerous items too often before to be very nervous over a bit of active ordinance.


The raccoon's source of terror was the glow of a craft's engines, hastily approaching. Carefully peeking from behind his weightless cover, he utilized the zooming function of his visor and confirmed his fears. The speeding craft at the edge of the debris field had the starburst symbol of the Terran Conglomorate emblazoned on the side.


Humanity had claimed ownership of this system at the conclusion of the galactic war spanning the entirety of the Milky Way, just 2 short years ago. The war itself lasted at least 100 standard years, making it almost the only thing that any sentient creature had ever known. This system was officially named for its binary pair, Achilles and Hector, but was better known colloquially by Anthromorphs as "The Capital Crypt" for the incredible number of capital class hulks strewn into a system-wide ring around the stars.


These battlecruisers made for excellent salvage; the weapons, supplies, and rare materials fetched quite an impressive price in every market. However, the Terran Conglomorate was not about to share any of their claim. Although the depleted human fleets had no realistic way to begin 'cleaning up,' they fiercely guarded the system from any encroachment. The raccoon knew if he was apprehended, he would be given a quick trial, and then execution. The trial was optional.


The spacewalking Anthromorph disengaged his zoom and hid again, turning towards his vessel, the Marco Polo. It definitely was not a 'pretty' ship, having been constructed by the raccoon over years from scrap parts. A single large rotating engine stuck straight out of the starboard side, while two smaller rotating engines jutted in an offset manner from the port side. The flat 'squarish' stern served as the cargo hold. The middle 'body' of the ship from where the engines were attached had a somewhat round shape, and held the reactor core and virtual intelligence. The neck of the ship held crew quarters and small mess, and led to the coned cockpit. While the Marco was not going to win any beauty contests, the raccoon sighed at the sight of the silhouette highlighted against the binary stars. The Marco meant much more than beauty to the spacewalker, it represented safety.


Having calmed himself for the most part with the view of his ship, he briskly switched on his communicator.


"Karus? Kar? Are you there?" he asked in a barely audible whisper, "I do believe the jig is up, good sir. We should depart this system with all due haste!"


Within the cockpit of the Marco, a golden brown wolf groaned, his breath escaping as frost. The ship was running on reserve batteries so as to keep a low profile. Without the reactor running, amenities such as gravity and heat were offline.


The wolf had been tracking the craft since it had entered his sight, long before the scavenger had noticed the tell-tale glow of engines. He knew it to be a Terran patrol craft, decently armed and well-shielded. More than that he couldn't tell at this point, not without sensors up. He had not informed his captain of the discovery because he knew exactly how nervous he would get. Taking his dark brown lupine eyes from the craft for just a moment, he located the raccoon amongst the wreckage, and clicked the comms to respond.


"WHY ARE YOU WHISPERING!?!?" Karus shouted as loudly as he could. A devilish grin spread across his muzzle as he could see the raccoon jolt. He chuckled a few frosty laughs as he turned his attention back towards the approaching craft. "Our comms are hardlined, Percy. Not broadcast. Wired straight into the air-hose. Unlike those holo-vids, sound don't travel that well in space."


The raccoon took a moment to stop his fearful twitches and replied angrily, "I know that, Karus. It's a matter of ambiance in this setting. You, my dear gentleman, have the safety of the Marco while I am a bit exposed."


"At least ya get to keep warm, Percy," the wolf complained, shuddering a bit. "Don't think I'm all that safe here either. If that guy out there fired a few torps with our deflectors down...well, I'd be lucky to hear the 'thumps' before I 'sploded."


A yawning, mackarel-striped kitten wreathed in thermal blankets pushed off her footpaws to glide into the cockpit.


"I don't know about any 'thumps,' but I could hear your yapping in my bunk," she said, "the least you could do is let me sleep if you won't let me have any heat."


"Ahh, crap, now I've done it," Karus said jokingly, leaving the comms open, " I woke up the princess. Now I'll get it from both of ya."


"While I don't mind being addressed as royalty," the kitten said matter of factly, "I prefer 'your highness,' and not in a sarcastic fashion. Or of course, you could use my name, mutt..."


The wolf sat back in the pilot's seat, propping footpaws up on the controls. "Ts'Sai just doesn't roll off the tongue, y'know? I like princess, duchess, hairball...those sorta names."


The flustered raccoon spoke in an exacerbated manner, "Pardon me for interrupting your banter but...APPROACHING PATROL CRAFT!! Danger! Alert! Alarm!" His greatest fear from this scenario was that the Terran Hegemony had an extremely long, powerful reach. If they were positively identified, they could be hunted across the Milky Way. Especially if they discovered an item he picked up to add to his 'oddities' collection...


"Relax, Percival," Karus said, finally using his proper name, "that guy isn't really looking for us. Guarantee they'll fly right by.”


Ts'Sai came to rest with her blankets on a flatter portion of the controls, and her hazel eyes regarded the canine pilot quizzically. "Why would a patrol craft be patrolling, if it wasn't to find intruders?"


“The velocity is all wrong. Too fast for Terran patrol parameters. Going about.... three times as fast as he should be to get any decent sensor scans. With the Marco powered down, we'll just fade in the background radiation.”


“But Karas...look how close it's getting,” Percival said anxiously, “They'll surely notice our blip at that distance.”


“At the speed he's goin', he's getting dozens of 'blips' every few seconds. The Marco won't stand out. Besides, not to diss the ship, it handles great, but...unless you already knew the Marco worked, how would you tell it from any other hunk of metal out here?” The wolf said, in his most diplomatic tone.


The raccoon knew exactly what Karus was saying, as he was not oblivious to how trashy the Marco Polo appeared. However, he was fiercely proud of it, and would not stand to hear it demeaned. He scoffed, “Ahem, the Marco Polo is an aesthetically pleasing ship, as well as functional. The off-set port wings complement the starboar..”


The pilot cut him off, “Look, forget I said it. Just trust me alright?” He chuckled a bit, “Hey, I'm willing to bet my life on it, doesn't that count for something?”


Still chattering from the cold, Ts'Sai decided to respond, “No, it doesn't count when you are risking us as well, stupid dog.”


Karus didn't want to mention that powering up now would be useless. The reactor couldn't start in time, and in doing so, would set off a flare for the Terrans to find. They may have had a shot when he first noticed the craft, he thought privately, but now, waiting it out was the safest bet. Besides, pulling out immediately and not scavenging any goodies would have left them in pretty dire straights financially. Good jobs were few and far between, and a decent haul here could at least ensure both the crew and the  ship could be fed.


The patrolling craft was headed right towards them now, from a 'higher' position relative to the system's general orbit. It was speeding forward at a relatively quick speed. The spacewalker clung tightly to his scrap cover and held his breath. The young kitten did the same underneath her several blankets. Despite Karus's confidence, he felt himself do the same as he leaned forward studying the trajectory intently. Then, just as the wolf had predicted, the Terran patrol zipped by overhead, continuing on its course further into the debris field.


“AAAARRRRROOOOOOO!!!!!!” Karus howled, jumping from his seat, to the extreme startling of both the kitten and the captain. “Karus is vindicated...I'll accept apologies in writing, publically broadcast, e-mai...”


“CONFOUND it, you blaster-head! Stop doing that,” Percival said annoyedly, although he could not help but sound relieved, “My heart cannot take much more of this stress.”


Ts'Sai recovered from her little jolt as well, and added, “Well excuse me for not understanding patrolling procedures for humans. How were you so sure he wouldn't notice us?”


“No worries, kiddo,” Karus said, ruffling the kitten's headfur as he floated above her, “I've been around. You get to see how different pilots handle different situations. That guy...it seems like he's rushing to hit certain nav points on his patrol, then get the heck outta here. Sorta rushing a job just to say it was done. Like I do when Percival gives me waste duty.”


“I heard that, hound. You are being a terrible example to our newest crewmate.”


Karus shrugged mockingly to the kitten's amusement, who began to sit up now that the danger had passed.


She suspected that there was more to the canine than he let on. However, she also knew it was out of bounds to ask. Despite her youth, she was not entirely without insight. She noticed the small things. Karus was incredibly knowledgeable regarding things like this, how various pilots across numerous species operated, the makes and models of all sorts of craft, and expertly maneuvered the Marco. It was not uncommon for the pilot to add flashy maneuvers to entertain the kitten while she was watching from the co-pilot's chair.


However...questions regarding how Karus acquired these skills were unclear. While he never outright got defensive about his past, there were little clues she picked up on. An anxious twitch of the ear, averted eyes, a near but not quite curling of the tail...she could tell something pained him. The name-calling in jest was taken in stride, but she learned quickly to avoid pressing him on uneasy subjects.


What she did know, was that Karus and Percival had met a few years ago on Scrap XIV, a 'dumping' planet that's surface was entirely covered in the refuse of the galaxy's residents. It was unknown why Karus was there, but Percival had spoken his reasons quite clearly:


“Because, my dear lady, species across the galaxy are WASTEFUL. The Marco Polo is entirely constructed from working parts discarded by governments, corporations, and so on....that have the gall to raid entire systems for resources when they already have the necessary components! It is truly disgusting that planets exist as dumping grounds, new worlds are defiled and plundered for resources, and the entire process is unnecessary! The galaxy already has plenty!” Percivial had explained passionately.


Ts'Sai also remembered Karus's response at the time:  “What he's neglecting to mention on that soapbox is that he was kicked out by his well-off parents, and didn't know where to go. Didn't realize a dump also attracts something of an underground element, and he stands out like a sore tail among criminals, addicts, and the like.”


She was curious about their situation now, however. Most of their missions were some sort of delivery, this was slightly unusual. They did not usually 'freeform' jobs.


“Um...just wondering, since I guess I'm too low in rank to be let in on the 'mission briefings' so...may I ask why we're in this creepy place?”


“Ahem,” Percival started to reply, “Jobs have been...lacking the past few weeks. I'm certain it's just something of a dry spell...but we've been getting dangerously low on several vital supplies.”


Karus cut in, “Plus, if I eat anymore protein concentrate, I'm going insane. We need a big haul so I can afford a massive rack of ribs, slathered in sweet 'n spicy barbeque...” He nearly drooled at the thought. “And as for you, darlin', I'm finally gonna get you some seafood. None of that imitation half-synth stuff, I mean real. Salmon, tuna, cooked, in sushi rolls...all of it.” Ts'Sai smiled eagerly.


“Ahem,” Percival repeated, “We do need funds, and they shouldn't be spent wastefully. Although, something slightly higher-end than protein provisions would be welcomed.”


“Anyways boss, tell us 'bout the goodies! Wanna know if breaking 'n entering into the Capital Crypt has been worth it or not.” 


Pervical perked up at the chance to list his accomplishments on this job. “Well now, despite my initial hesitance to enter a restricted system...” he glanced over in the direction the patrol craft sped to, “this has been quite a profitable trip. I've found several full canisters of Xenon which of course, will be very useful for our ship.”


Karus chuckled, “Sure as hell wasn't too useful for those guys, heh.”


Ts'Sai looked puzzled. “What's that supposed to mean?”


“Take it, boss,” the wolf said, knowing Percival's excitement to impart his scientific knowledge on Ts'Sai.


“Well, little one, Xenon is the military-grade gas used for deflectors, our shields, essentially. It is kept in a state-control field that takes the damage instead of the hull from weapon fire. For blasters, the gas is super-heated and lost, and for ballistic fire, the gas repells the striking force as it is released. Our...'intrepid' pilot was joking that obviously, finding full canisters implies that the gas did not work for the unfortunates whom were destroyed here. A bit dark for humor, Karus.”


Karus shrugged at Ts'Sai's judgmental look as Percival continued. “This is good for us, as to this point, we've been using hydrogen. While abundant and easy to replenish, it is a  bit 'thinner,' for lack of a better word, in state-control fields. The ordinance I've found here is what will REALLY make our profit-margins, however.”


“Woo!” Karus exclaimed excitedly, “that's what I'm talkin' about! Let's get the word on booty!”


Percival himself could not judge the mercenary attitude of Karus, he was quite happy with the finds himself. “Well, at the moment I am finshing the disarming process of six ion torpedoes. Quite a simple procedure really, despite their primer being considered unsafe. I merely have to avoid sparking the electron disper...”


Karus coughed loudly into the comm to keep Percival on topic.


“Harumph. I enjoy a good puzzle. Anyways...This ordinance is rarely produced nowadays, due to many production facilities being targetted in the war. This is a set of six, a mere two, if fired on target, can destroy some of the largest battleships and stations across the galaxy.”


“Good, good, should catch a pretty sweet price. Everyone loves boom-y stuff. What else?”


“I've already sent these up the tether, but it was a full salvo of twelve concussion missiles. Now, the destructive potential of those will not impress anyone, but the rarity of their targetting systems will intrigue dealers. They are image-recognition missiles. They integrate with most standard targetting protocals, and as a target is kept within a ship's 'sights', the computer memorizes the structual facets of the target. Once the image is entirely downloaded to the missile's tracker, the missile can then be fired and it tracks the exact image it has, allowing for very specific and precise strikes.”


Karus smiled widely, reminiscing, “Funny you mention 'specific and precise' boss, I've got a funny story about IR missiles.”


“Karus, somehow I highly doubt that any tale involving explosive, deadly ordinance can be 'funny'.”


“Aww....Ts'Sai will like it, it involves a feline pilot I met once,” he said, looking for the kitten's approval to go ahead with it. Her eyes lighting up and ears perking forward were all the permission he needed.


Percival half-listened as he continued to work on his salvage, sending the disarmed torpedoes up the mag-tether to the Marco's hold. It was a relatively simple story Karus was telling, one of a an over-eager bobcat who launched IR missiles at his opponent...forgetting that they were both flying the same model of ship. When his adversary broke the missile lock, the weapon circled to re-acquire its target, and locked onto the firing ship. The bobcat survived, obviously, or else the story could not be relayed. He ejected safely before impact and was brought in by friendly forces.


The story itself was not particularly important, but Percival smiled to himself listening to the wolf's enthusiasm and embellishments. Ts'Sai too, he assumed, was bright-eyed and excited to hear the story. It reaffirmed to the scavenging 'coon that it was a good decision to bring Ts'Sai along as the newest member of their team, despite his initial doubts. The effect the little kitten had on the often-bitter Karus was worth it.


It took Percy's mind back to how they found Ts'Sai, about 6 months ago. He and Karus were transporting some construction materials for an easy job, when he noticed an abnormality on a sensor sweep. After electing to dangerously descend to a frozen, stormy world, they found little Ts'Sai, the sole survivor of a colony transport. Karus had ripped the black box out of the ship before their hasty departure with the kitten, and they learned that the ship had been hit by pirates, who weren't willing to follow their prey to such a hazardous world. The survivors of the crash had activated their faint emergency beacon, and spent their final, frigid days attempting to save their young. Ts'Sai was the last of the litter.


Percival initially wanted to take Ts'Sai to an orphanage, find a surrogate home, anything but take her along. He had no dislike of her, but... life aboard the Marco Polo was not necessarily a safe one. Karus insisted, however. His specific argument, as Percival recalled, was, “You wanna save the freakin' galaxy but can't be  bothered to just save her!?” That outburst wasn't quite enough to convince him otherwise, but over the weeks, he saw how Karus adapted to having her onboard. He took her on as a younger sister, started showing her how the ship worked, told her old stories. The experienced wolf was never very specific about where his stories or experience came from, but nevertheless, Karus was far more stable, and clearly happy, with Ts'Sai around. That was the final sell for Percival.


The torpedoes fully transferred, the raccoon listened in to hear Ts'Sai's giggles at Karus's re-enactment of past encounters. Looking for his next bit of salvage, he caught a glimpse of a glow in his peripheral vision. Turning to see it, and once again zooming in as much as possible, his heart jumped again into his throat. He spoke, over a dry mouth, “K-k-Karus? Sorry to interrupt...Our 'friend' is coming back...at quite an increased speed.”


Karus groaned frostily, ending his presentations for Ts'Sai. Looking at the numerous sensor-cams, he noticed the Terran patrol again. It was moving faster this time. Much faster. The glow that caught Percival's attention was the craft engaging it's booster engines, for a sustained amount of time. To Karus's annoyance, Percival was whispering over the comms again, “Do you think he has seen us?”


“Stop whispering,” the wolf said, analyzing the craft's movements. “If he didn't see us at a few kilometers, he didn't see us at over twenty-thousand. And that speed...full sustained boosters? You don't do that unless you're chasing someone in sight...or running from something.”


Karus considered the trajectory the craft was travelling away from, and figured the appropriate sensor-cam. “Marco,” he said, addressing the ship's V.I., “Drop all cams except aft gamma-3. Re-route available power to it and set for max zoom.”


The array of cameras flickered, and went dead. Then one lit back up and shot forward in its picture, enhancing with more battery power available. It settled on an image of an immensely vast ship just outside the ring. It would be indistinguishable from the scattered hulks of the ring, as it was worn, torn, with numerous hull breaches and leaking a plethora of dark-colored gasses. This ship however, was fully powered, and moving along the ring to the Marco's position. Karus brushed his weightless, unkempt mane from his eyes to make sure he was really seeing what he thought.


“Oh, shit!” Karus exclaimed, pulling himself to the control panel. He became a blur of motion, pulling various levers and flipping switches, to quickly start-up the Marco.


“Wh—What is that?” Ts'Sai asked nervously.


Percival began to panic seeing the guide lights start up all over his craft. “Karus! What the devil do you think you're doing?! The blasted patrol will see us!”


Over Percival's complaining and Ts'Sai's constant questioning, Karus continued in the start-up sequence silently. The hum of the reactor filled the ship, and a creaking noise echoed in the hull as the turbines started up. Karus swiftly grasped his holo-visor, and clasped it to his left ear. He tapped it to activate, and an opaque cyan rectangle covered his eye, giving him vital statistics of the ship and relevant sensor information.


“The Terrans won't be stopping for us, Percival,” Karus said in a serious, foreboding tone. Almost simultaneously, the Terran ship sailed past without a moment's hesitation, travelling at speeds far too dangerous for a hazardous environment like this.


“What exactly did you see?” he asked tenatively.


“Vultures. Dreadnaught. Closing.” Karus said brokenly, initiating the final sequence as the reactor clambered to life.


The panic that had taken the raccoon earlier was now replaced. Strangely enough, it almost seemed to calm him. Whereas the previous threat was one of legality and fear of getting caught, the danger posed by Vultures was merely one between life and death. The simplicity of the situation made it easier to stay collected, the only priority was getting out, immediately. “Pull me in, pilot. Prepare for immediate evasive action and departure from the system.”


“That's the plan, boss,” Karus answered.


Ts'Sai finally had enough. She could not take being ignored any longer. “PAY ATTENTION TO ME!!” She shouted, pawing at Karus's shoulder, “What are Vultures?! Why is everyone freaking out!?”


The canine half turned towards her and leaned to the comm system, “Pulling you in now, Percy. Leaving grav off 'till the haul is stowed,” and then he completed his turn towards the flustered kitten.


“The War affected everyone in the galaxy, kiddo. And typically not for the better. 'Vulture' is the common name most of the 'civil' galactic community has given to raiders from Veratek, a planet hit hard with bio-weapons about twenty years ago.” He glanced out the canopy to see Percival being reeled in as panels flickered to life around him, creating an eerie glow to Ts'Sai given his demeanour. “It was an Avian-owned planet. Most of the population died right then and there...but about a fifth of 'em didn't. And they went beserk. Totally freakin' insane. No one knows if it's from the effects of the virus, or 'cause they saw their planet turned into a hellhole around them.”


Ts'Sai backed away a bit, frightened by the pilot's dark tone, as well as the fact that she had never seen anything that got him so serious before. She curled into the co-pilot's chair and pulled her blankets even tighter as Karus continued. “You can always tell a Vulture ship. They don't build new ones anymore, they're either the original ones they left with or ones they...'acquire.' They don't particularly care for safety or repairs,” he said, gesturing towards the image of the titanic dreadnaught, and pointing out their hull breaches, “and they almost always are leaking volatile gases and radiation. Couple 'a days aboard a Vulture ship would kill anyone...Except a Vulture.”


Percival's weightless form sped towards the ship as fast as the wench would allow, overhearing the entire speech. He certainly didn't enjoy being reminded of the threat...but understood that Ts'Sai needed to know the danger they were in now. Luckily, he could not see the ship on the horizon of the debris ring, meaning they still had time to escape.


A large clanking rattled through the Marco as the V.I. 'flexed' the rotary engines and adjusted the exhaust ports. Ts'Sai was startled, but Karus continued with the description. “Vultures like to take their prey alive, though. So dying from rad sickness would be a blessing. When Vultures get a hold of a sentient creature alive...They'll torture them, rape them, skin them, and eat them,” he said, as the kitten began shaking in fear, “And as crazy as it sounds...they'll do those in any order.”


The wide-eyed Ts'Sai looked again, shivering from both cold and fear as she looked again at the frightening image of the approaching warship. She was on the verge of tears thinking about the horrors of capture. Karus moved to console her as her eyes began to water.


“Hey...hey now...” Karus said, brushing her cheek with his forepaw. He lightly bumped his head with hers, looking at her directly eye-to-eye. “You're flyin' with me, right buddy? Ain't nothin' in the entire 'Way that's gonna take us down. I promise. Now...gonna be a bit chilly for a sec, but we gotta strap you in, alright?”


Karus gently took the blankets from Ts'Sai, and sat her upright in the chair. She shivered, but choked back the tears a bit as Karus pulled the safety harness and secured it tightly around her midsection. He rubbed her shoulders a bit, then said, “I'd tuck blankets back in, but I'll be runnin' the Marco pretty hot. You'll warm up in no time.” He then floated over to a side panel to direct the ventilation systems to flow a bit of heat from the center of the ship to the various outlying sections.


There was a faint buzzing in Percival's ear, along with a bit of increased pressure, as he passed through the air shield in the aft section of the Marco. The wench continued to pull him towards the center of the hold, where he disconnected the hose. He quickly removed his helmet only to be greeted with the frigid air of the ship, sending a chill throughout his suit, which was amplified due to his sweat-soaked fur. With no wasted motion, he kicked off to shut the bay door, which noisily began to descend. Using the same push from the lever, he floated towards the weapons  and began stocking them in safe tubes. Percival thought to himself how he had never intended the Marco Polo to be a warship, and thus never installed firing torpedo tubes. These racks for ordinance storage were added later, when Karus complained that they could not sell scavenged weapons, as they could not even carry them. He also complained about not firing them, which at the moment, Percival wished they could. They'd have to make due with the only forward facing blaster cannon, which currently had enough weapon battery power for a single shot. He looked to the Xenon-shield gas as he secured it, lamenting that they did not have the time to flush the system to install it. They would just have to make due with what they had.


Karus was just finishing securing himself at the helm as the ship's V.I. sounded over the speakers. Reactor...online. Engines...online. Sensors...online. All systems nominal. Karus immediately fired up the engines and took them on a course away from the Vulture ship. “Ready for grav yet, boss? Not crazy about flying with my junk floating around.”


The rushing Percival was floating up shafts to his position at systems control, taking off pieces of his spacesuit and leaving them floating between decks. Finally removing his boots, he pushed his footpaws off the ceiling to come to rest in the seat before the Marco's systems console in his still-wet jumpsuit. Shuddering, he clasped his headset on and responded, “Yes, Karus. Go ahead and engage it. I will arrange for maximum shield rotation, just in case.”


Karus reached to hit a far away console, starting the ship's artificial gravity field. All three of them could feel themselves sink into their respective seats. Karus had to flip his messy mane out of his eyes once again. Ts'Sai had to cope with a bit of nausea, as she was not entirely used to the rapid change between weightlessness and gravity. Percival was rapidly shifting through systems, ignoring the change, preparing their defences.


A hissing noise could be heard through various pipelines in the hull, filling the state-control field composing the shields. The rapid rotation of the hydrogen would not overcome the gas's inherent 'thinness' on a moleular level, but it was more efficent for the shielding rather than being a 'flat' surface for any impacts or blasts.


Karus bobbed and weaved through the debris effortlessly. He kept one eye on on the obstacles before them, and the other darted over the sensor information given through his visor. Considering their options, he decided to question Percival about a potential course of action.


“Hey boss, considering that the proverbial pooch has been screwed already...Think we should break out the Bloodhound?”


“Is it entirely wise to broadcast our position even louder right now?”


The canine considered the risks, but continued to think it was the best option. “With the sensor array I'm sure that thing has, they've already got our exact position and'll be trackin' us. Might as well confuse 'em too while we're at it. Plus, maybe you'll spot somethin' I can't with our eyes wide open.”


Percival thought on it as well, and agreed with his pilot. He punched in the command to bring the Bloodhound array online. “Starting it up now, let's hope something useful can be spotted in this precarious situation.”


Shifting metal plates clanged together and apart in the outer areas of the upper hull. A slightly concave dish was being formed atop the middle portion of the Marco, right above Percival's station at the systems console. Bloodhound sensor array online, the ship's V.I. reported as the dish noisily locked into place.


The Bloodhound was the one part of the ship Percival and Karus worked together to complete.  It was an enhanced sensor array, focusing some of the ship's auxillary power to vastly increase their scanning range. It did however, come with a downside. It also increased the energy signature of the ship, essentially highlighting their position to anyone looking. Easier to see, but easier to be seen.


Defensively though, the increased energy signature could occassionally work to their advantage. At least once, Percival had deployed the Bloodhound effectively to frighten off would-be raiders, as they were fooled by the 'size' of the ship they had picked up on a sensor sweep. Karus, at the time, was not pleased, as he was insistent that he could have handled them.


With their eyes opened wider, Karus kept track of the Vulture ship in extreme detail, down to number of powered turrets on each facing, projected firing arcs, shield strength, and so on. Percival began sifting through every available piece of information coming from the debris ring: spectrograph readings, radiation, suspected active ordinance...anything that might give them an edge.


Threading through the graveyard of ship hulls with the greatest of ease, Karus nearly reached out to fire their boosters. He considered however, that they only had a limited supply of fuel. Not nearly as short as their one-shot offensive cannon, but they could not indefinitely speed away. Using sustained boosters now would mean limited maneuverability should they need it in the near future. Not using the boosters would be equally undesirable if the dreadnaught came close enough to bear down with its turrets. Before the wolf could make a decision, however, a white flashing antenna icon appeared in the corner of his visor.


“Ah...boss? We're getting a hail from the Vultures. Should we...answer it?”


“I see it too...Not sure. If anything, I suppose it could buy us a few moments if they're talking instead of shooting.”


“I dunno...I can't imagine anything useful coming out of trying to talk to 'em. They're just gonna try to freak us out.”


Weighing the options, Percival decided to open comms to the immense ship. On the viewscreen for both the cockpit and his station, the 'captain' of the vessel appeared. The bridge was lit by a sinister dark green light, and thin layer of fog, most likely noxious fumes, emanated from the bulkheads. Behind the figure was a grotesque display of heads, some bleached white skulls, others were rotted husks of bone and flesh. The center of the screen however, was filled by an imposing figure, a giant scarred hawk, with a filmy and cut right eye. The ragged attire of the hawk was adorned with various body parts from a variety of species, sewn crudely into the fabric.


Appraising the two members of the Marco he could see, Percival and Karus, he began speaking in a screechy, cruel, high-pitched tone. “I have a very...special offer for your little transport. If you power down and surrender without resisting...we promise to slit your throats before we begin eating.” The hawk oozed spiteful sarcasm with every word.


“Ah...” Percival began to respond, taken aback by the image and message, “Well, I'm afriad to say that we have all grown quite attached to living, and any proper negation should probably begin with that as the bottom-lin..”


The gruesome hawk continued his squawking, as if Percival had not even been speaking. “Our sensor sweep shows three lifeforms aboard...I only see the two of you...the other one is small. Are they young?” he asked, licking the sides of his beak, “Young meat is always the most tender....”


Karus glanced briefly while continuing on his course, to see Ts'Sai shaking uncontrollably, her wide eyes dripping wet. She was trying to curl into a ball, but the safety harness kept her from doing so. A swelling anger rose up in the canine pilot, furious that this bastard was terrifying the little cat so. Knowing how much trouble he was about to get into, he decided to chime in on the 'negotiations.'


He knocked on the camera next to the control set and waved. “Heya there!” he said, with a painfully fake smile, “I've got a counter-offer for ya there, buddy.”


“Oh dear God...” Percival said, burying his muzzle in his paws. He knew precisely what his pilot was about to do.


“You don't get to barter with Arh'rek! Wing commander of the Vultures!” the hawk shrieked, pluming out his feathers, and puffing his chest to show the abominable collection of victims.


“It's a goooood offer...You'll like it, I promise,” Karus continued, shifting back and forth from his canopy view and the camera, “YOU power down, and surrender without resistance, and I'll board your ship and give you a few slurps on my little, fuzzy butt....not too many though, just enough for a taste.”


Arh'rek let out a hideous war-cry, and roared at the defiant pilot, “I WILL MOUNT YOUR HEAD ON MY BRIDGE!!!”


“Oh, you silly goose,” Karus replied in a sickeningly sarcastic, flirtatious tone, “If you're gonna 'mount my head' anywhere you're gonna have to pick a more romantic location than that.”


The frothing hawk again let out a piercing, furious scream. Karus extended the middle digit of his forepaw to the camera and blew a kiss as the transmission cut out. Then the pilot resumed his attentive stance at the controls.


The entire crew of the Marco was silent for a moment, considering what had just transpired, and what was about to happen. Only the sound of the engines and blips on sensors served as any sort of background noise.


“Well, that was the least cordial parley I have ever taken part in,” Percival remarked, finally breaking the silence.


Karus was about to chuckle at the captain's understatement when the Marco's warning claxons sounded fiercely. The ship's lighting darkened into a dim red, indicating a threat. Ts'Sai, still incredulous that Karus would insult such a fearsome foe, gasped when she looked into the sensor-cam focused on the dreadnaught.


Dozens and dozens of missiles flowed in salvos from the fore sections of the ship. Their side-winding fiery smoke trails gave the capital ship the appearance of a massive dragon unloading its breath on an unfortunate victim.


“Wow, that guy is pissed.” Karus said in a bemused manner.


“What did you expect?! You insul...never mind. No time to argue. Missiles within striking distance in thirty seconds! There's forty total.”


Karus glanced for just a moment at the missile specs provided to him via the Bloodhound array. The missile had a coned warhead coming to a point, at the base of the cone it had a series of serrated 'teeth,' then a shaft leading to more teeth and the propulsion.


“Scorpion mk. II's. Old weapon. Energy signature-seeking. Low explosive high-shrapnel effect.”


Both Percival and Ts'Sai briefly wondered how the pilot was able to quickly identify the weapon, but it was no time to be asking questions. Percival considered the information relayed by the pilot. He remembered the little trinket he decided to pocket merely out of curiosity, the one that led him to fear the Terrans...then had a crazy idea.


“Lose as many as you can, Karus. I'll be right back.”


Geez, fine time to get all freaked out on me, Karus thought, but kept his complaints to himself.


The claxons growing louder and sounding faster, Karus began waving his left forepaw in font of his eye, appearing to pick objects from the air or fling them away. He was actually interfacing with the holo-visor, attempting to find the nearest highly concentrated area of debris to head towards. Finding a wickedly dense field of destroyed fighters, he grinned. Welp, time to go to it!

The Marco dove quickly and fired its full booster engines. Ts'Sai dug her claws hard into her seat, looking at the area Karus was approaching. There was nearly  no open space to be seen, the dead fighters hanging about looked similar to a metal hive of insects.


Cutting off the boosters upon entry of the field, Karus took the Marco through a series of dips, dives, and climbs, just as the missiles caught up to striking distance. Karus grinned even wider seeing some of the ordinance turn to silent blooms of fire behind them. Ts'Sai covered her eyes with her paws, peeking through slightly. She found herself getting dizzy as Karus spun the craft rapidly to avoid the tightly  packed craft. Erraticly firing the boosters, a few more missiles struck the wrong targets as they had trouble keeping up with the random, twitchy signature of their quarry.


Exiting the field Karus once again fired full boosters, heading towards a cavernous battleship which must have been the victim of a tremendous internal explosion. Climbing into a hull breach, he quickly punched the light amplification command, due to the complete inability to see otherwise. Boosting in quickly, he noticed  several of the mechanized pursuers disappearing into the side of the hull of his cover, incapable of adjusting their trajectory to follow through the breach. Inverting the craft, he 'dove' out a smaller breach on the opposite side of the ship, while the few missiles that could follow into the battleship collided in a flash at the exit.


Meanwhile, Percival was pawing through a small container in the cargo hold. He kept little trinkets for himself every so often, making a sort of collection of little oddities and rarities. His most recent discovery would certainly be helpful, even if it were one of the most illegal items in his possession...


There it is! He thought to himself excitedly. He grabbed the rectangular device and hurried back up the ladder to his position at systems control.


Karus was running out of options. The booster engines could not overcome the speed of the missiles, and the latter salvos were quickly approaching. There was no longer a dense field of fighters to dive into, nor a ship large and empty enough to guide the Marco through. The last remaining option was to hug the frames of the lifeless ships and hope the tight curves would lose a few. It would work...but only for awhile. Karus considered maneuvers such as the 'engine flip trick,' but the distances between the missiles made it impossible. He would lose the nearest few tailing him, but be struck by the remainder. Considering there was still twenty-two missiles following, he couldn't afford to take the hits.


“Sorry, chaps. Had to go rooting through my little eccentricities box,” Percival's voice sounded over the comms.


“Gee, fine time to join us again, cap'n. Just in time to see us blow up,” Karus said gruffly. He was speeding the Marco within meters of a curved cruiser, hugging the curve as fast as the ship would allow without cruise engines engaged, losing a few more of the missiles in the process.


Warning: IFF console removed. Please re-connect to avoid violation of all known interstellar law, the ship's V.I. reported on the speakers.


“WHAT!?” Karus cried, “Percy, what the hell are you doing!? Flying without an IFF console onboard lists us as hostile to EVERYBODY! Super-illegal for a prude like you!”


“Well...I didn't list this amongst the haul but...I procured it for my odds 'n ends collection. It is a IFF console for the T.C.N. Indomitable, which I thought was fairly interesting...”


“YOU ARE GOING TO IMPERSONATE A FREAKING TERRAN DESTROYER!? Flying without an IFF is crazy illegal, using another registered craft's IFF is-”


“Listen, Karus,” Percival interrupted, not having time to argue, “Changing to this IFFchanges the dimensions on our ship's registry, and if our energy signature can be increased through the Bloodhound significantly...”


Karus followed the raccoon's reasoning, “...then we look the same as a destroyer to the missile's tracking...and they'll explode at distance. Impressive, boss. Just terribly surprised at you breaking one of the biggest laws on the books.”


“Just because it is a law, does not make it just, and breaking it in this instance is not to do anyone harm,” he replied.


The ship's V.I. voice changed drastically as Percival quickly modulated the console's port to fit into the Marco's main computer. Instead of robotic and cold, it was softly feminine. TCN Indomitable IFF online. Welcome to your ship, Captain Talbert.


Percival quickly re-routed some of the power dedicated to the shields to the sensor array, increasing their already large energy signature even more. “Straighten her out, Karus.”


Stretching out the course of the Marco Polo into some open space, Karus glanced at the aft sensors to see the remainder of the missiles following them detonate in zero-gravity firework fashion, their internal targetting fooled into believing they were already next to their designated target.


“Heh, sweet work their Percy. Now gimmie my full shields back and seriously, disconnect that thing ASAP.”


“Certainly, however...,” Percival noticed a set of six previously unnoticed blips, now highlighted due to extended sensors. “Um, did you happen to notice that our friends in the Dreadnaught happened to launch six fighters towards us?”


Karus waved and gestured quickly in front of his visor to 'fling' the specs for the fighters to one of the cockpit's monitors. Both he and Ts'Sai saw the graphics brought up in detail. The appearance of the craft was reminiscent of a three-clawed talon. Three swept forward wings appeared as the claws, leading into the body of the craft, with a powerful engine affixed to the aft. Beyond the specs of the fighters, Karus paid close attention to the formation  they were flying in. Broken, scattered, and random. Little coherence in formation, he figured, meant little in terms of communication between the pilots. They would be flying as individuals, not as a pack.


“Hmm...Kr'ithka light fighters flying an especially bad formation. Heh, they're prolly out here to corral us back to the 'naught,” Karus said, cracking the knuckles on his forepaws, “Now we can have some real fun. Go ahead 'n drop the extended sensors, chief. Might need the shields. Not much, though, these guys look like some serious chumps.”


He took the Marco on a course away from the fighters to show them his tail. Percival re-arranged the power to it's normal 'red alert' settings. He also warned Karus, “I'm not certain why you're looking forward to this. You've got enough weapons battery for a single shot. There are six of them.”


“Exactly, those poor bastards don't stand a chance.”


The fighters appeared in weapons range, opening up with their blaster cannons. Hundreds of fiery orange bolts erupted from the squadron's wings, quickly tracing the path of the Marco in a bright light. Knowing the little one in the cockpit couldn't assess the situation, Karus explained to her casually, “They've modified their cannons for a pulse setting.  Looks flashier, looks scarier, but typically less effective than just firing a standard cannon. Those fighters can only ping the shields on a ship like this.”


“Pinging is bad when you cannot respond! What's your plan!?” Percival said worriedly. The fighters would not be fooled by sensor hijinks like the missiles, and thus worried Percival that much more.


“Time for an oldie but goodie, the 'engine flip',” Karus replied.


Karus waited until the fighters were at a reasonably close distance, and then fired full boosters. He took the Marco straight on a collision course with the broadside of a massive battleship. The fighters pursued swiftly, still firing wildly. Many of the small bolts struck the Marco, sending a crackling sound through the ship as portions of the shields evaporated. Ts'Sai shuddered, despite the wolf's reassurance, seeing a faint shimmer outside of the canopy as the state control field shifted gases to maintain Percival's settings.


Then she noticed the battleship taking up a larger and larger profile dead-ahead. “Um...Karus? There's a....a...big thing there....getting closer...”


Karus was playing  a dangerous game of 'chicken' with the fighters. He wasn't even looking forward, he was checking the aft sensor cams. The fighters had not yet engaged their booster engines, and they were falling behind. “Wait for it...” he spoke softly to Ts'Sai.


THERE IT IS! Karus thought excitedly. Three of the pursuing craft had their aft section light up, engaging their boosters to close. They accelerated quickly, exactly as Karus has hoped. The other three craft began to back off and pull up. Hmm...so they're not all stupid.


The capital ship was taking up nearly all of the canopy's view. Karus cut all engines and continued drifting at a high rate of speed towards a collision with the dead battleship. With the fighters closing once again, continuing to fire, Karus's paws hovered near a side panel...


Just when Ts'Sai was certain that Karus was going to ram into the ship to their doom, he quickly pulled a few levers, and she could hear the engines moving. Looking to the cams that overlooked the wings of the Marco, she saw the engines turn around, facing in reverse. The instant they locked in place, Karus fired everything the engine and boosters could give him.


It was not an instant change of direction, the Marco had built up tremendous velocity towards the hulk. Power couplings and bolts began to sizzle and bust respectively, as the sudden change of thrust put enormous strain on the frame of the ship. While Karus casually turned off the hull stress alarms, Ts'Sai felt her heart was about explode, as it seemed she could reach out and touch the side of the ship before them at the apex of the directional change. The Marco began travelling away from the broadside, as the fighters sailed towards it.


The pursuing Vultures had pursued too close, and too fast. Without adjustable engines, they were unable to stop in time, or cut their acceleration fast enough. Two of the craft tried to veer away, only to impact on the side in a blossom of silent gases, scrap, and fire. The final craft cut all engines and attempted to pull a 180-degree flip, but was unable to reverse in time. It, too, erupted in a fireball against the hull.


Karus dove the craft in reverse to face the remaining trio, flipping the engines forward again. He fired up to face them head-on. “Percy! Drop aft shield, super-charge port side, and make it flat for me!”


Percival was still recovering from the near-crash. Karus had pulled that stunt before, but never that close. He began to protest about Karus's current demands, “But max rotation is efficient, and all facings shou-”


“PERCIVAL!!” Karus shouted, indicating there was no time to argue.


Considering the track record Karus had with handling nasty situations, Percival decided to work quickly on the pilot's crazy request.


“There! Are you happy!?” Percival retorted over the comm. He racked his mind why the pilot would make such an absurd demand. Shield rotation increased the effectiveness of shields against incoming fire. Flat shields were terribly inefficient, and burned up quickly under fire. Flat shields are really only effective against a broad, large impac...oh no, Percival thought to himself.


The Marco charged the fighters head-on, engaging in a second game of chicken. The cannon of the Marco was still offline, drawing the fighters to believe the transport was essentially a sitting duck acting bravely. Karus flipped on the solar shade to avoid being blinded by the incoming fire. Ts'Sai tried to push herself deeper into the seat, seeing a veritable wall of blaster cannon fire incoming. Karus altered the course by few a few degrees constantly, to avoid the worst of it, but dozens of small bolts were striking the forward facing of the Marco, causing shimmering flashes and crackles of gasses dissappating. There was a hissing sound emanating from the inner areas of the ship, attempting to replace the lost concentration of gas for the shielding.


“Time for a 'love tap!'” Karus shouted out, “Brace yourselves!”


Just as their craft met the Vulture formation, Karus took a split-second dive before climbing, and took the craft into a tight spin. The upper of the two port-side engines struck the leftmost fighter heavily on the aft. The impact rocked the Marco Polo, and violently shook the entire crew. Lights flashed on and off, and the collision alarm blared. Ts'Sai was rocked heavily against her restraints, the belts bruising her chest. Percival was thrown as well, avoiding smashing his muzzle against the console only by slamming into it with his forepaws. Karus nearly lost control of the craft, but managed to pull up in time to avoid collision with a nearby frigate that  has been shorn in half.


For as violent as the collision was for the Marco and crew, the fighter fared much worse. It tumbled end over end, thrown much harder due to the Marco's greater mass. Karus pointed to a cam for Ts'Sai to justify his course of action. The fighter spun out of control for a bit longer, before being impaled on a large, exposed support beam in the superstructure of a carrier, from canopy to engine.


“Alrighty Percy, you can balance out the shields again. I got 'em,” Karus said in a self-satisfied tone.


Percival rubbed his nearly sprained wrists. “Yes, you did. And...after rebalancing...we only have 37.5% shield strength on each facing. Two fighters left, and a single shot. Hardly a positive situation.”


“Don't sweat it, I've got a plan for the fifth dodo too. Just gonna need help from my co-pilot,” Karus said, turning briefly to wink at Ts'Sai.


She whimpered, not used to extended combat like this. It brought up uncomfortable memories of the pirate attack on her family.


“Don't worry kiddo. You're gonna help me pull off a pretty advanced maneuver, one I can only manage with a kitty as tough as you. I call it 'the tailgaters de-light.' First step, I'm gonna fake out the buzzards.”


He began pumping the boosters, and waving the course around strangely. He continued to explain the steps of the plan, as a measure to calm Ts'Sai. “See...this is exactly what a craft looks like when the booster fuel is empty. It fires sporadically, getting the last few gasps of fuel, usually surprising the pilot and making it difficult to maintain control. Guessing these two pilots are more experienced, since they're still alive and all...so they've seen this sorta thing before.”


He gestured again to their aft camera array, as the two fighters were looping back around to get on their tail. “If they're what I expect, they'll think we're out of maneuvering options. They'll slow up a bit, and try to tail us closely, assuming there's no way for us to lose 'em. Which is exactly where I want 'em,” Karus explained, anticipating the move eagerly. Ts'Sai was fascinated to find the fighters following the predictions of Karus exactly, firing their blaster bolts silently, but impacting with crackling energy on the Marco's backside.


“Now, darlin', is where you come in. I'm gonna be working on the sell of a desperate little transport helplessly trying to evade. You will be watching this cam, third from top,” he said, pointing at a row of cameras, “and lemme know when one of those fighters are just below the very middle of the screen. Say 'NOW!' when they're right there. And when ya see what happens, don't worry. All part of the show.”


She looked at the appropriate screen, and knew it was a view just over the starboard large engine. The fighters buzzed frantically, firing rapidly on them, their flame-orange bolts erupting across the weakening shields. Ts'Sai was nervous, but felt emboldned by the Karus's accurate predictions and his capability so far.


“Okay!” she said enthusiastically, “I've got this!”


Karus smiled at hearing the confident kitten. He adjusted the flaps of the Marco's booster exhaust to fire forward instead of their typical setting. It was not exactly what they were designed for, and it definitely could lead to heat damage along them, but was the only way to emulate a maneuver similar to 'break-checking.' Besides, he was fairly confident in Percival's ship being able to handle him pushing it.


“Up...no, too far....now a bit right...I mean, your left...” Ts'Sai reported to Karus.


“Time is of the essence Karus! Aft shield strength below twenty-five percent!” Percival shouted over the  comms.


Ts'Sai felt slightly uncomfortable being put on the spot, even unintentionally, by Percival. She swallowed her nerves, and continued to guide Karus to getting the fighter lined up. “Turn slightly starboard....climb...hold it...NOW!” the young Ts'Sai signaled.


Karus quickly fired the boosters, and in their reversed flap position, slowed the ship to a standstill. The fighter closed rapidly as Karus set the flaps back to normal. Just a split-second before impact on the engine, Karus fired full boosters away. The firestorm of exhaust from the engines permeated the shielding of the fighter, igniting the gases that composed them as the Marco sped away.


The Vulture craft was wreathed in bright blue flames. The fire itself would cause only superficial damage to the fighter, being created to withstand much more extreme temperatures, but it caused the response the Karus expected. The pilot panicked, being unable to see through their canopy, and swung the craft wildly. It careened and ricocheted off of several metal chunks before an internal, mostly contained explosion in the craft brought it to rest amongst the other dead hunks.


“Now...gonna finish this quickly,” Karus said with determination, seeing indicators on his holo-visor warning of waning shield strength. “Bring up the cannon, boss.”


Percival typed in commands bringing the up the Marco's one offensive weapon. An electrical charge emaneted deep in the hull, increasing in octives before the weapons light switched to ready.


The feminine voice from the 'borrowed' IFF console sounded again. Weapons are online, Captain. Warning: The primary targetting computer has been disconnected. Please re-connect for optimal performance.

“Karus! I specifically told you to stop doing that! Do not refer to me as 'boss' if you refuse to follow my orders!” Percival yelled furiously.


“I'm sorry, Percy,” Karus said sincerely, “but I can't use the things. I need to be able to aim manually, if ya wanna 'optimal performance' outta me.”


“We'll discuss it later, please deal with the remaining foe,” Percival replied sternly.


The last fighter began to back off a bit after his last wingman ignited, and especially after it sensed the weapons system of its target powering up. Precisely the distance Karus wanted. He cut the engines and went into a speedy drift. Quickly rotating the two port engines 180 degrees, so that they would face forward. He then gave a quick blast from the boosters, sending the craft into a tight spin while maintaining the same bearing. During the spin, he flipped the starboard engine in the same manner, so that all engines would be facing the front. As the fighter came to the center of the canopy's view, Karus restarted the engines, flying the Marco in reverse.


With a quick gesture before his eye, his visor turned from cyan to dark crimson, and he spoke softly, “Betchya didn't see that one coming...”


He tracked the target with his visor giving its best prediction of how to lead, and analyzed the fighter's movements and attempts to bob and weave. The Vulture pilot had a semi-random pattern of attempting to dive, climb, or arc away from the Marco's cannon, but would return to a firing position about two to two and a half seconds later. Finally comfortable with the pattern, Karus brought the firing sight of the cannon to match the fighter on its next attempt.


A charging noise quickly increased in pitch throughout the hull of the Marco. *FRRRRZZZZHHHTTTT* Everyone held their breath, waiting.... *TTTTHHHHHUUUUMMMMM* A bright teal beam flashed from the cannon on the Marco Polo's 'neck,' lancing straight out towards the fighter. It penetrated directly through the Vulture's cockpit, causing the ship to burst in a brilliant display of lights.


“Oh, the shot is good, crowd goes wild! Aaahh.....aaahhh..... Thank you, thank you, I'll be doing autographs after the show,” Karus exclaimed proudly, admiring the view before flipping the Marco into flying forward again. He gestured again to return his visor to its normal shade.


“Despite your insubordination....I am pleased with the results,” Percival said, with a sigh of relief.


Ts'Sai relaxed in her seat, happy at least THAT ordeal was over. “What about their big ship?” she asked, hoping it was going to be over soon.


“Well, something that big can't follow us in this field, so we're just gonna guide out all easy-like, engage cruise engines on the other side of the ring, and head towards the jump point. Easy-peasy,” Karus replied.


“And none too soon, either. We're out of shield gasses, with only nineteen percent on each facing. Cannot afford another engagement,” Percival said.


“This umm....might be a dumb question,” Ts'Sai asked quietly, “But why do different ships fire different colored lasers?”


“Blasters, honey,” Karus said in an understanding tone, “Lasers are for surgery and ship-construction. It's so you can tell when good guys or bad guys are shooting.”


“Karus, don't fill the little one's head with nonsense. It's due to the various ionized gasses used in weapon batt-”


“Hey, can science class wait? I'm tired. Let's get outta here first,” Karus interrupted. He took their ship on an easy course leading out of the ring.


Subspace rupture detected. Friendly vessel approaching, the T.C.N. Triumphant, the feminine V.I. reported.


“OH COME ON!!” Karus shouted, cursing their luck.


“Hmm...it appears the patrol craft from earlier went ahead to get reinforcements..,” Percival noted.


“Yeah...a battleship. And...I hate to admit this Percival, but I'm out of options,” Karus said reluctantly, “I'm good, but I'm not that good. There's no way I can avoid the turrets from either the Vultures or the humans,  and each one is blocking the access to the jump points. I can try hitting the points on the other side of the system with cruise...But if either launches anything to pursue us, they'll get us. I don't know what to do.”


“Just hold on a mintue,” Percival said, remarkably calm for the situation. “I believe I noticed something awhile ago that may help us...”


Karus flew the ship aimlessly, not sure where to turn. On either side of the ring, and their position, lay waiting far more firepower than the Marco could handle even at its best. Certainly more than they could handle in their now damaged state. The sudden changes in momentum and firing of boosters with the wrong exhaust flaps had torn the ship up quite a bit. A burst transmission came over the comms from the Terran battleship.


“This is the T.C.N. Triumphant. You are in violation of the Vega Convention, Section II, Article VI, 'impersonating a registered IFF.' Due to the severity of the infraction, a review by a military tribunal is unnecessary, and you will be fired upon. Respond to this message with word of your surrender, and leniency may be granted.”


“Gee, nice of the Terrans to have pre-recorded messages for executions,” Karus muttered.


“What's going to happen to us?” Ts'Sai asked apprehensively.


“Not sure, buddy. Don't worry though, Percy's a pretty smart guy. He'll find us something.”


“Alright there, chaps. Believe I have a plan of sorts,” Percival came in through the speakers. “First, I need to know, Karus, can you engage cruise engines while in this ring?”


Karus scoffed, “Well, yeah. Anyone can engage them. If you're asking if I can navigate us out alive, probably not.”


“This is serious, pilot. I need to know. Can you? It may be our only means of escape.”


Now Karus had to consider an insane proposal by the normally conservative Percival. Cruise engines were meant for incredible sustained speed, the kind required to traverse across an entire system. Not for quick navigation through a debris field. However, Karus thought, Percy would never ask something this nuts unless it really WAS our only option.

“I'll do it, boss. We got this.”


“Good, I'm painting the target area for you now. I need to go below to the tractor beam,” Percival replied, taking his headset with him after sending the coordinates to his pilot.


Karus looked at the respective coordinates. “Um...am I reading this right? This is taking us really close to the dreadnaught. Way closer than before.”


“I know. I spotted trace amounts of dryxzantine around an intact fuel tank there on spectrograph.”


Karus vaguely recalled the name. “Dryx...that's the experimental booster fuel for capital ships, right? The one that stopped getting produced 'cause if the fuel tanks were hit, usually it blew everything within a system quadrant up?”


“Precisely. We cannot ignite the fuel with weapons fire, obviously, nor would booster exhaust be hot enough to cause ignition. We need to spark it with cruise engines, as well as to travel fast enough to escape the danger radius.”


Karus whined slightly.


“Is everything O.K.?” Ts'Sai asked him.


“This makes my crazy ideas seem pretty tame. But...not exactly like we've got alotta options now. Don't worry, hun, if any team can pull off a stupid stunt like this, it's me 'n Percy.”


She was not entirely relieved.


Percival clambered into the control unit for the tractor beam. “Now, I expect the Vultures will be paying attention to the battleship more, which should buy us some time. I need to grab a piece of debris, to toss at the tank to cause a small rupture. Then we need to position ourselves close enough to ignite the gas, but just enough distance so we can get away before the tank ignites.”


“Simple enough, I guess...But what about the Vultures? We'd be in range of their turrets at that point, Percy.”


Percival thought about that a moment. “Well, Karus, you seem to have an effect on Mr. Arh'rek. Perhaps you can persuade him to ah, 'board' us. With their preference for live prey, perhaps they would be more inclined to attempt to take us, rather than  blast us immediately.”


Karus's ears drooped significantly. It was far easier for him to taunt an opponent  when he was certain of their ability to escape. “Alright, I'll give it my best. Hope nothing goes wrong on your end, boss. When I call 'em for feeding time,  they're probably gonna come quick.”


He took the Marco on a gentle course towards the nav point Percival painted, noting when they were in range of the Vulture's turrets. Luckily, the massive fuel tank was many, many times larger than the Marco, and offered the transport total cover. Karus psyched himself up a bit, and opened comms to the dreadnaught. There was no response.


“Um...boss? They're not picking up.”


Percival was scanning the area for something to grab. It had to be hard enough, but also thin enough to not cause too large of a rupture. “Try a burst transmission. They can't help but hear that. Call him out on a personal challenge, or something of that nature. I'm busy Karus, and I'm giving you free range to be imaginative with insulting someone. I figured you would be ecstatic.”


Karus sighed, and gave it a shot, prepping himself with a few slaps to the sides of his cheeks. He posed in a cocky manner for the camera as he switched to a burst transmission.


“Hey there! Is the big bird in charge too much of a chicken to pick up? I wanted to start our relationship over again, see if we can get on the right track this time. I mean, I understand if he's too much of a coward to face me again, after frying up his other buddies but-”


The image of the terrifying hawk took up the comm screen again as the Vulture capital ship responded to the hail. Karus and Ts'Sai noticed that Arh'rek's beak was now covered in blood. “My first officer has paid for his failure in the missile salvos!” he shrieked as he held up the decapitated head of a falcon. “As well as the flight director for launching that pathetic squadron!” He then held up a limp corpse of an eagle with his throat ripped out. “Their end was quick...compared to what I have in store for you.”


“First, I am going to flay-” Arh'rek started to say, before Karus cut him off, shaking his head vigorously and waving his paws to the camera. “No, no, no, NO! I am NOT going to listen to your stereotypical list of threats,” he said, and then began to mockingly imitate the hawk's voice, “'Rawr! I'm going to skin you alive! Bwa-haha! I'm such a badass, I kill my own bridge officers and leave myself short-handed! Durh, generic rape threats and cannibalism!” Karus gave a dissaproving scowl. “Your banter is just as uninspired as your cooked fighter pilots. I'm here to tell you I want you all to tractor us in, 'cause I'm willin' to bet that you suck just as hard in person as ya do in running a cap ship.”


“Your courage is misplaced, mongrel. I know what you're planning,” Arh'rek cackled, leaning into the screen with his one good eye.


Karus had a genuine look of panic briefly cross over his face before he regained his composure. If the Vultures had paid attention to their sensor readings, and knew they were planning to detonate the massive tank of dryx...then Percy's plan was doomed from the start. The dreadnaught could just back up and fire, and they would be toast.


“Yes...I can see the realization in your eyes...Your human friends will not rescue you in time, we're coming for you right now! Take us into the ring!” The giant warhawk shouted, before once again cutting off the transmission.


Karus had trouble looking 'scared' for the camera before the image cut. After the visage flickered off the screen, he let out a huge sigh of relief, and turned to smile at Ts'Sai. He saw the kitten nervously playing with her tail.


“No sweat, kiddo. They might look all big 'n scary, but their heads?” he knocked on the top of his own, “Totally empty. We'll be fine.”


“Have you ever done something like this before?” she asked timidly.


“Well...no...not exactly. Done dumber things for sure, but still here ain't I?”


She still did not feel very reassured.


Meanwhile, Percival had located what he needed. There was a jagged wing of a fighter close enough to grab with the beam. However, the controls were not cooperating with him. This piece of his ship was scavenged from an Equine mining vessel. Due to the average strength of equines, many of their ship components lacked sufficient hydraulic 'power steering' for other species to attempt to use. He was only able to maneuver the tractor turret by throwing his entire body weight into a push or pull. Finally, he was able to catch the shredded wing fragment, and lined it up for a single throw towards the tank Karus parked the ship next to.


Ts'Sai noticed the giant frame of the dreadnaught entering the upper canopy view first. The many turrets of the ship speared out their firey orange beams to break up the largest pieces of debris in the way. Slowly, the craft began to turn towards the Marco's position, as Ts'Sai hesitantly pointed to it for Karus to turn around.


He turned to face the full canopy view. On the bottom portion of the dreadnaught, he noticed two separate movements. One, was a large hatch opening, clearly a hangar. The other opening was smaller, and another turret extended forth from it. The tractor beam. Once fully extended, it turned to face the little transport, floating lifelessly. A dark red beam slowly began to move towards them.


“Karus..?” Ts'Sai whimpered, seeing the pilot unlatch his sidearm holster.


Damnit, didn't want her to see that, he thought to himself. He still had all faith that Percival's plan would work...But if not...There was no way he'd allow his fellow crewmembers to be taken alive. He was...prepared to do what was necessary.


“Don't worry, princess. Just a precaution,” he said softly.


Percival had himself braced up against the control unit's wall, his footpaws pressing into the wall as he shoved with all his might on the turret controls. He saw the ship lurch a bit in its position. “Blast it Karus! Keep the ship still while I toss this thing!”


“Not me, boss. They're getting their tractor beam on us. Not a full lock yet. Hurry.” Karus said, once again getting 'breaky' with his voice as he would while nervous.


Percival wiped sweat again from his matty brow, and threw all strength into turning the tractor turret. It lurched to the left, tossing the light wing easily towards the tank. At the end of the turn, he quickly disengaged the beam, letting go at its max velocity towards the target. “Charge cruise engines!” he yelled.


Karus immediately started the charging sequence. Power from all other systems, save scant gravity and life support were diverted to charge the ship for max speed possible.


Percival observed the flying wing, and saw it cut finely into the fuel tank. Bright pink gas spilled out quickly from the breach, making an expanding cloud. He then dashed as fast as his raccoon legs could take him, back to his systems control station. Normally quite dignified and distinct in moving, he appeared almost feral in his movements, leaping up ladders and leaping across corridors. Arriving at his station, he pulled up two screens at once, one to monitor the expanding cloud of gasses, and another for reactor output.


“Karus...I'm upping our reactor power to 103%...We will require that to get away in time, and to break the tractor lock. Wait for my signal..,” he spoke into the comms quietly.


“Roger that,” Karus responded, beginning to whisper just as Percival had. He was getting very nervous too. The extra strain from the tractor beam could tear the Marco up, if the Vultures managed a full lock.


Cruise engines charged and ready to engage. Warning: Engaging cruise engines in a hazardous area is against T.C.N. safety protocols. A report will be filed for senior officers to review, the soft-voiced Terran V.I. reported.


Karus's paw twitched on the lever to engage. Percival intently studied the cloud, waiting for it  to expand close enough to their craft. Ts'Sai sat quietly, wringing her tail more and more as the Marco slowly eeked towards the Vulture dreadnaught.


“PUNCH IT!” Percival commanded, in an uncharacteristic manner, just as he saw the sensor readings of the cloud reach the necessary distance from their engines.


Karus pulled the lever quickly, and a high-pitched roar resounded in their ship. All three of them were thrust harder into their seats, as the artifical gravity struggled to keep a balance. Karus glanced on the rear sensor-cam to see the cloud spark, and light a trail that would lead to the tank. Ts'Sai looked wide-eyed out of the canopy as their surroundings sped by blindingly fast. She had certainly experienced cruise engine travel before, but never with frames of reference like this field. It was hard to believe Karus could navigate.


He was not entirely sure of himself either, wondering how they would break the Vulture's tractor hold. Having few maneuvering options at this speed, he elected to charge directly at the dreadnaught holding them in their beam. Flying at the pulling beam would give them just a few moments while the tank exploded, hopefully jarring their craft loose.


In just a few seconds, the Marco was already to the 'nose' of the dreadnaught. Looking both forward and to the rear with his visor, Karus could see the burning gas light up into the gigantic tank. A tremendous flash  followed, and then total darkness from the aft-view. Ts'Sai noticed roughly half of the viewscreens light up, and then go dark. The flash for the explosion must have been so bright it short-circuted the cams for a moment.


Percival had no 'sight' of the explosion, but could see the sensor readings coming from the Bloodhound array. The force of the blast was much, much, much, greater than he had anticipated. Given the initial rate of expansion...the Marco would have to go faster, or it would be caught in the fireball, or shredded by the hurled debris.


“Increasing reactor output to 105%!” He said quickly while adjusting the controls.


Karus wasn't listening, he was too intent on what he was doing. In the few seconds that had passed since firing the cruise engines, the Marco was now directly beneath the middle of the dreadnaught, right where the tractor beam had been jerked to try to follow its target. As the little transport sailed at over its safe maximum speed, it finally encountered resistance from the beam. The Marco was pulled harshly from behind, and due to forward momentum, the craft's hull and structure was placed under immense strain. Circuits caught sparked into embers and a few monitors burst like glassy fireworks. Karus had the controls wrested from his grasp, and the Marco was thrown starboard and upwards. However, the massive blast from the exploding tank had caught up with the dreadnaught as well, engulfing it. Several of the leaking gasses from the ship ignited as well, wracking the fearsome ship with internal explosions. The tractor hold on the Marco had been broken.


Karus quickly re-acquired the controls, and began taking the wounded vessel through the corridor that the Vultures had created upon entering the ring. They had cleared the way for the most part, but travelling at these speeds made everything in the field that much more dangerous. There were no shields, either, to compensate for mistakes. The pilot realized he was also covered in sweat, soaking through his flight jacket.


Ts'Sai was perspiring heavily as well, her appearance no different than if she had just walked out of a quick shower. She glanced around the cockpit to assess how many consoles and displays had ruptured, and truly doubted the prospect of the craft holding together. Percival was the only member of the crew not sweating heavily, most likely because he had already spent it all in his spacewalk. He did have a quickly drying mouth, and was incredibly physically exhausted already.


Almost exactly on time with the crew realizing their excessive heat, the V.I. added its observations over the comms, Warning: Reactor at seven-hundred degrees kelvin.


The wolf had no visual for the expanding fireball behind them, save for the steady wave of 'blips' dissappearing on his sensor view. As the debris was being incinerated behind them, their physical signatures vanished on his displays. His maneuvering was limited to light banks at this speed, and he had to make dozens of tiny adjustments each moment to swerve around the tiny chunks in front of them.


As the fireball began to recede, and finally burn out, the aft sensor-cams began to slowly come to life. Ts'Sai looked at the static-filled images as they restarted again, noticing a second danger. The force of the blast had thrown a veritable wall of debris in every direction, and many were heading straight for them. A particular spinning sheet of hull metal was travelling incredibly fast, and she knew it to be headed directly for a collision with their stern.


“Look out!” she screamed, pointing to the appropriate screen.


Karus darted his right eye to the screen, and realized the kitten's warning. There was little choice in the matter,  after he made a quick assessment. The shrapnel wall hurtling towards them was unavoidable if they stayed in the ring much longer. The quickest way out would be to climb directly upwards, not diverting their course for any object. He made a quick check of the potential route...and went for broke. Odds were that they'd be struck, but at least by something smaller than the approaching field of scrap.


The Marco took the tightest climb possible, given the speed. Even Karus, experienced with advanced stunts, had to glance away at regular intervals to avoid becoming disoriented by the plethora of objects zipping by. Then he saw it, the  small rectangular chunk of metal that he could not possibly avoid on this course.


“Brace!” was the single word he could bark out before the collision. The small bit of scrap grazed the starboard side of the cockpit, just behind the canopy plexi-steel.  A thunderous *KKLLOOOONGGG* tore through the ship. All of the crew were thrown violently against their restraints, and the crash briefly knocked the Marco downward. Karus pulled as tightly as he could manage against the controls fighting him, as sirens shrieked and emergency beacons flashed bright yellow. Ts'Sai gasped as she saw a trio of thin cracks spike like invisible claw marks up the right side of the canopy.


Pulling the ship back on course, Karus punched the control set to silence the alarms, cracking the plastic sealing on the button. Damn alarms, of course *I* know we were hit, he thought, his muzzle contorted into a determined snarl. 


Luckily, however, the debris field was starting to clear up as they  approached the edge of the ring. A clear path emerged to the pilot, and he took the Marco out, speeding towards the jump point to exit the system. He began panting, realizing he had been unconsciously holding his breath.


“Are...are we gonna be okay now?” Ts'Sai asked quietly, pushing her sweaty, damp hair out of her eyes.


Karus shook a tiny bit, being mostly constrained by the safety harness, to get some of his sweaty mane out of his eyes. “Should be, kiddo. Boss, might wanna drop that reactor output to something not cooking us.”


“Hmm?...Oh...Right...Yes..,” Percival replied weakly. He was on the verge of passing out from heat sickness, as he was located so close to the over-burdened reactor, and still never re-hydrated from the spacewalk.


Reactor critical. Shutdown imminent, The V.I. voice stated without emotion.


“Oh...that won't do at all, would it?” he said in a confused manner.


“Boss!?” Karus cried out.


Percival pawed a bit at his cheeks in order to maintain awareness. He began a series of complex commands in the system control to override the emergency shutdown protocol. His paws flew furiously across the console, navigating the system expertly despite his condition.


Shutdown sequence overridden, the ship reported.


He then quickly dropped the output for the reactor back to safe levels.


“There you go, chap...Now please take us to the jump point...I think I'm going to nap for a wee bit..,” he reported, before his voice trailed off of the comms.


Karus set a course for the jump point and began unlatching his safety restraints. He stood up with a groan, and poked at his new set of various bruises from the belts. The intense heat and stress of piloting covered his fur in sweat now as well, darkening his golden coat and leaving his mane in a tangled mess around his head. With his joints quite sore, he sauntered over to Ts'Sai, scratching behind her ear as he undid her safety belts.


“See, kiddo? Nothing to it. Only a few fried circuits, minor structural damage..,” Karus was saying, as he followed Ts'Sai's eyes to the giant, thin cracks in the canopy. “Oh yeah, that too. Heh, that woulda been pretty unpleasant if it didn't hold. Don't worry though, we're fine now.”


“What about the Terran battleship?” She asked, much more relieved to see him calming down.


“Can't catch us, too far away. Besides,” he said, checking the energy signature readings, “They've got a crippled Vulture 'naught to deal with now. We sure made it easy for them. Too bad there's no way they'll ever thank us, or let us have our cut of the bounty for those guys. Oh well...”


Karus silently cursed their luck. The Avian Confederation hated that their former bretheren were such a blight on the galaxy, and paid a significant bounty to dispatching the threat. However, there was no way to lay a claim on it, as they were in the system illegally. Luckily, the humans never got a positive ID on the Marco's real IFF, so they would be in the clear. Still, Karus would have enjoyed bragging about taking down a dreadnaught with a transport.


Karus helped the battered little kitten to her feet. “I know you're bruised up, prolly exhausted too, but ya gotta go check on the boss. Guessin' he's got some heat sickness. Take 'em some average temp water, and get 'em up,” he instructed her.


She smiled weakly, extremely tired but glad that she could finally help. Ts'Sai hated being constrained to being an observer during the crew's adventures. At the moment though, she desperately wanted to bathe. Her short, stylized mane was a stringy, sweaty mess, annoyingly hanging around her eyes. She parted her locks gingerly behind her ears, nodded, and headed off to fetch Percival some much needed water.


Karus turned back to the controls, plopping in a disheveled heap sideways on the chair. They were nearly upon the jump point, and he prepared to 'bump' the cruise engines for the leap to subspace. Lazily tugging on the lever to engage the hop, a vortex began to widen in the center of the cockpit's view, warping the space around it. The swirling energies continued to open, until it enveloped the Marco. The conscious members of the crew felt a slight sense of displacement, as the craft slipped into subspace, or 'the space between space.' An otherworldly spiral of lights replaced the real-space view, and corridors of light opened up to Karus.


He considered where they should head to next. They were in dire need of repair, refitting, and re-selling their salvage. Luckily this system connected to many others, and options were open. He knew this was a decision for Percival, but...he would just explain his choice to him later and hope to convince Percy later it was the right one. Flipping through options on his visor, he found his answer. Setting a course for an old acquaintance's space station, he finally took off his accessory and relaxed, waiting for Percival's revival.
