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    Kyp Epsilon sat at the command console of her ship,the Dragon Lady, gazing absentmindedly at the bridge view screen, her long fluffy tail with distinctive rings of beige and rusty red twitched behind her; the only indication of her current irritation and contemplation.  
 
      
 
    She was not of tall stature, at about 5' 10” tall, although bit tall for a hybrid of the genus Ailurus, or red panda hybrid.  
 
      
 
    She stood straight and flipped her blond hair with the tips layer dyed blue and purple, that settled and flowed down to the middle of her back. 
 
      
 
    The bridge Epsilon was currently keeping watch on was more of cockpit as it was barely five paces to between the port and starboard bulkheads and jammed full of equipment some of which was military grade and not legal on a civilian ship, courtesy of 'Rocco's Bolt Hole', one of the shadier dry docks in the Gleise 667 colonies.  
 
      
 
    She had on her standard ship's work coverall and did not seem to carry air the of a duchess at the moment. 
 
      
 
    Dragon Lady was once a 250 foot long military interstellar transport, converted to a personal use by her owner. In spite of her humble origins she looked more like a sleek pleasure yacht, but appearances were deceiving. The 'Lady had a 75 foot beam and was well equipped to defend herself against any lightly armed pirates, but she was not a true warship since she did not carry heavy armoring and larger caliber weapons. But she was fast and maneuverable for her size, just in the case she might have to run from a deteriorating situation. Kyp had personally overseen her more special modifications at Rocco's establishment. 
 
      
 
    Kyp frowned and rubbed under her chin in deep thought, as she stood on the bridge. Dragon Lady was motoring along on the sub-light engines while the engineers were repairing the main hyper warp drive. Six light years out from the Gleise 667 colony, the main warp drive had gone offline into fail safe mode. There were over five hundred light years to go before making landfall at the new Kepler 186 colony, it was looking to be a long trip. 
 
      
 
    She keyed her com unit, “Mr. Easton, how goes the repairs, shall we be underway soon?” 
 
      
 
    After a minute she got her answer from her loyal First Officer, “So far, so good, Ma'am, Mr. Cleco is replacing the AE-35 module that was defective. We should have the warp engines back online in a few more hours.”  
 
      
 
    She winced at the answer but replied, “Thank you Mr. Easton. I'll keep a full lookout watch going just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes Ma'am!” 
 
      
 
    Non-critical indeed, thought Kyp, If it breaks down, the fuel doesn’t get to the reaction chamber and the whole drive is inoperative.  If it is defective you run out of fuel at the corner of Nowhere and East Bumblefuck.  What’s more Cleco assured me that we still had several thousand parsecs left on it.  Cleco is not prone to making mistakes like this; something else is afoot! She thought, brushing strands of her blue and purple dyed bangs from her face. 
 
      
 
    As if on cue the ship’s intercom chirped, Kyp flipped the toggle answering, “Bridge, go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Bridge, engineering, Cleco here.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the verdict, Cleco?” 
 
      
 
    “Well Skipper, I was right, we still had over a five thousand parsecs left on our AE-35.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why are we coasting, dead in space?” Kyp asked, a bit annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “This is where it gets interesting Skipper, the serial number on the module does not match the one in my records. The only thing I can figure is that one of the technicians servicing the ship in Gleise, swapped ours with a worn out one.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” Kyp replied. “Can we get underway again soon?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a spare module in the ships manifest but I have some other items that I can jury rig together that should get us to the Kepler System. We'll be looking at several hours at best, Skipper." 
 
      
 
    “Very good, Mr. Cleco.  Carry on but please keep me advised of progress.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye-aye, Ma'am!” 
 
      
 
    Many technicians had access to the Dragon Lady while on Gleise, some one must have replaced the AE-35 with a high time one and sold the good one to another client. An all too common but shady practice. 
 
      
 
    Kyp made another entry to her ship's log: “Progress delayed by non-approved critical parts being replaced at last port of call. AE-35 unit has failed. Remind me to murder someone the next time we make landfall there.” 
 
      
 
    Marvelous. It would be really annoying to be set upon by pirates, scrappers or junkers at this time, even though a chance meeting in interstellar space is extremely unlikely. 
 
      
 
    She thought to herself, Who could possibly know the flight path of the Dragon Lady since we made our last planet fall under a false transponder and hull number? 
 
      
 
    The pressure door to the cockpit hissed opened interrupting Kyp from her reverie. 
 
      
 
    She jumped from her seat, fur bristling as she trained her pistol at the intruder. “Don’t you ever knock!!??” she groused, as she holstered her pistol, recognizing the only other red panda morph that embarked on the Dragon Lady, Fang Silverclaw. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Dear!  My apologies, Madam! I suppose we are apparently expecting unfriendly company then?” Fang replied making a slight bow in reverence, “Might I assume our current engine trouble is related?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, Mr. Silverclaw, but its most likely that we picked up a defective part that wore out prematurely. But there are too many coincidences with this chain of events,” Kyp stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    Fang tilted his head and noted the stress Kyp was under, “Uhm. I see. Most unsatisfactory. Perhaps milady would care to head below for some rest while the repairs are completed. I can keep watch until then.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Mr. Silverclaw, you have the watch. Please be so kind to have Mr. Easton wake me when repairs have been completed and we are ready to get underway again?” 
 
      
 
    “It shall be done so, Milady.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. You are most generous with your time,” Kyp said with a lopsided smile betraying how exhausted she truly was and made her way below to her quarters. 
 
      
 
    Once inside her quarters she keyed up her personal comm device. 
 
      
 
    After a short pause the familiar voice of her first mate sounded through the speaker.  
 
      
 
    “Easton here. What can I do for you, Captain?”  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton, Mr. Silverclaw has the watch.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand ma'am I shall pass the word to the crew in the usual manner.”  
 
      
 
    Malcolm Easton was an excellent first mate and had been at Kyp's side through many of her adventures and exploits. 
 
      
 
    Kyp awoke to an incessant chirping in her ear waking her instantly she instantly flipped the nearby switch to open the comm channel.  
 
      
 
    “Captain here, go ahead,” she snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry to wake you, Ma'am,” Mal started. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready to power up the warp drive?” 
 
      
 
    “Negative, Captain, we are still in the process of rebuilding the replacement module. Cleco estimates another four hours to complete.” 
 
      
 
    She winced at the answer but replied, “Thank you Mr. Easton. Please let me know if there are any further disasters tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I contacted you Captain, Sparky reports bogey contacts at extreme sensor range.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, I’ll be right up, please have the crew suit up.” 
 
      
 
    It was going to be a long day-- 
 
      
 
    Kyp rousted herself and scampered up to the bridge. 
 
      
 
    She had just settled into the captain's chair and the ship's intercom chirped. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, Sparky here, passive sensors are picking up three bogies, bearing one eight three degrees. Range two five zero thousand klicks.” 
 
      
 
    Great. Lets hope they don't see us and they will motor on by so we can slip away into the dark.  
 
      
 
    She barked out an order, “Helm! Turn left forty five degrees and then kill the sublight engines but keep them warmed up!” 
 
      
 
    “Helm, Aye-aye Captain. Coming to new course and sublight engines go to all stop,” replied the grey cat acting as helmsman.  
 
      
 
    Kyp snapped out, “Mr. Sparky, what are the bogies doing now?”  
 
      
 
    “Bogies are turning to match our new course, Ma'am. The seem to be following us and closing.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok Mr. Sparky. Try and get a read out on their signatures with passive as soon as you can. ”  
 
      
 
    “Aye, Ma'am. We're on it.”  
 
      
 
    Marvelous. They are either pirates or...the Assassins Guild, Kyp lamented to herself. 
 
      
 
    Kyp leaned over in her captains chair, removed the safety cover and tapped the now exposed red button. Alarms went off all over the ship for thirty seconds.  
 
      
 
    She spoke the words over the ship's PA system.  
 
    “All Hands! All Hands! General Quarters! This is not a drill! All personnel to battle stations!”  
 
      
 
    Like the rest of the crew, Kyp stepped over to a small locker and started putting on a pressure suit in case there was a sudden cabin depressurizing incident. Then she strapped herself securely into her captain's seat.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton, as soon as you're dressed properly, if you would man the dorsal gun emplacement, please?”  
 
      
 
    Mal answered over the com, “Aye, Ma'am. I'm on the way!”  
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton, combed his long lapine ears back and secured them with cloth bands to make a better fit for his pressure suit helmet.  
 
      
 
    Kyp sighed and looked wistful a moment. Damn. I hope I'm not sending that poor man to his death. It's just that he's such a good shot!  
 
      
 
    “Helm, transfer full manual control to my position. Engineering, I want the impulse engines online and ready!” she barked again. 
 
      
 
    “Aye-aye Captain!” came the responses.  
 
      
 
    “Cap'n, Sparky here. Bogies have closed to seven five thousand klicks.  
 
    Looking like Icarus class heavy fighters, Ma'am.”  
 
      
 
    Damn! Only the Assassins Guild drives those ships. They must have set us up and have a mother ship nearby to be lying in wait right here!   
 
      
 
    “All hands, there is no candy coating this time. Those are Assassins Guild, Icarus fighters. They mean to kill us. Everyone do your job well and we shall see if we can't singe their tails!”  Kyp  announced. 
 
      
 
    All positions checked in as manned and ready for action except one, so far.  
 
      
 
    Kyp unstowed the throttle quadrant on her left armrest and checked operation of the formidable looking flight stick on the right armrest. Then she ran through the checklist with control check of the rudder pedals for her feet.  
 
      
 
    “Lets have full tactical displays at captain's position, Mr. Sparky.”  
 
      
 
    “Aye-aye, Ma'am,” the response came back.  
 
      
 
    Kyp now had a full situational display in front of her suit visor so she could see the sensor readouts Sparky, her ECM officer, had.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Sparky”  
 
      
 
    “Fire control, Warm up all guns. Slave in the twenty mike-mikes to my targeting,” she ordered sharply.  
 
      
 
    On either side of Dragon Lady's nose were four, twenty millimeter cannons in cheek mounts. Their protective covers were retracted now so they were ready to fire.  
 
      
 
    Malcolm had just finished his suit checks and was depressurizing the cargo bay.  
 
      
 
    He looked over at the formidable gun turret installation that Rocco had installed on the floor of the cargo section. It was a hideous thing that consisted of a quad battery of forty millimeter auto cannons with integrated power chute fed munitions.  It did not have a high rate of fire but it would only need one round to impact an adversary's ship.  
 
      
 
    The gun mount was bolted to an extendible pantograph type platform, such that once the dorsal cargo bay doors were opened the entire arrangement could be elevated through it so the gimbal mounted gun carriage had full sweep of the entire top of the ship.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton sighed to himself and clambered up into the gunners seat where he busied himself with the cargo bay door switches, causing the large panels in the ceiling of the bay to unseal and retract inwards onto their guide rails. The doors could then be neatly stored out of the way inside the hull during extensive loading operations. No loading cargo this time though!  
 
      
 
    Mal then elevated the gun turret up through the open cargo doors and ran through all the final operational checks and exercised the gun mount through its entire range of travel.  
 
      
 
    Over his suit radio the Kyp called, “Mr. Easton. How goes the main gun?”  
 
      
 
    “Top gun turret checks out, fully operational, controls are free and full travel on all axes, Captain. Ready for action!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dragon Lady was girding herself for battle... 
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    Assasin Guild Green Flight: 
 
    Captain Zachery Taylor in the lead fighter, closing in on the seemingly hapless Dragon Lady, called his two wingmen, “Green Leader, Green 1, and 2 check your weapons. I think the quarry is suspicious after that last course change.”  
 
      
 
    “Green 2, roger.”  
 
      
 
    “Green 1, roger.”  
 
      
 
    Zachery was hoping they could just put a couple missiles in their target and then go home to collect their contract money.  
 
      
 
    He felt a little uneasy though since his employer was offering three times the usual payout for a hit like this one.  Zach wondered if it was some high echelon VIP or something.  He took the contract anyway.  Sounded like another milk run with easy money at the end of the line.  The two new kids with him would be getting some good experience as well.  
 
      
 
    Zach's comm channel lit up again with a new, soft silky feminine voice that sounded almost human but not quite.  
 
      
 
    “Well! Hi there, Zero! Long time, no see! Did you drive all the way out here into the dark because you missed me that much?” 
 
      
 
    That voice! No one ever called him Zero --except Captain Epsilon! Goddammit! She must have hacked the Guild frequencies and was listening in to our radio traffic all this time! Zach shuddered. 
 
      
 
    No wonder the price for this target was so high! If he had known she was the target he would have asked for five times the bounty he was taking now! The Guild didn't bother to tell him they were going up against a professional battle seasoned ship destroyer captain! This situation could go very bad, very fast. 
 
      
 
    Zach cleared his throat, “Ms. Epsilon! So good to see you doing well! We have you outnumbered and outgunned. Your ship is a cripple, you can't run away from us. Why don't you just cut your engines and we will come on board and get it all over with quickly and painlessly?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp giggled and made with a chirpy comeback, “Me a cripple? Oh my, I suppose your cronies may have set me up with some bad fuel controls at our last port of call. You sly dog!  
 
    But, I have a better idea! Why don't you all just run along and tell your big bad Guildmaster that I gave you the slip again, this time? That way we all win. You and the two kids you're babysitting will get to live another day, and I can get back to my usual business!”  
 
      
 
    “Now Ms. Epsilon, you know I can't come back empty handed again. Lets just make this easy. Just let us on board then we can dose you with a neuro-dart to the neck and it will be all over in a couple seconds.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course. And you'll just humanely space the rest of the crew I suppose, since they would just complicate things with their existence, right? Hmm?” Kyp's sarcastic tone turned a bit harder.  
 
      
 
    “I promise we will let them off at the next available colony,” Zack replied.  
 
      
 
    Kyp hissed back, “You know Zero. You never were very smart, even for a poor brain damaged human!”  
 
      
 
    “Very well, Ms. Epsilon, if you want to be difficult we can do this the hard way. Green 2, close to firing range.”  
 
      
 
    Zach was beginning to sweat now. He hoped she must be bluffing! We have the drop on her solid this time.  She is in an unarmed yacht, and she can't possibly escape! Can she?  
 
      
 
    Aboard Dragon Lady: 
 
    Kyp turned to her firecontrol officer, “Ok, the game is hot now. Mr. Sparky, are they within two thousand klicks?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes Ma'am, and closing.”  
 
      
 
    “Time to even the playing field a bit, Mr. Sparky. Warm up the blinder and let's hammer 'em!” Kyp barked.  
 
      
 
    “Aye, aye, Ma'am. Blinder is firing!”  
 
      
 
    A ventral tail blister on the 'Lady came to life and fired out a three hundred megawatt microwave pulse that enveloped the pursuing raiders overloading their delicate tracking and targeting systems. The receivers on the raiders were swamped from the brutal amplitude of the signal and quickly burned out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Green Flight:  
 
    “Green Leader, Green 2, all sensors offline. I'm blind sir.”  
 
      
 
    “Green 1 is blind too, sir.”  
 
      
 
    What the hell? Zach thought to himself, Only military grade Electronic Counter Measures can do that! Just what have we gotten into?  
 
      
 
    “Alright Green 2 track with the target with IR, close to visual range and use optical targeting.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes sir!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragon Lady: 
 
     Kyp listened in on their chatter and mused to herself, Wow, these guys are really dumb!! 
 
      
 
    “Nice work, Sparky. We put their lights out. Now, plot the imminent threat and sow a batch of mines in their path”  
 
      
 
    “Aye Captain! --Mines away.”  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton, stand by for some targeting solutions. I think four rounds per gun should do.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, Ma'am”  
 
      
 
    Mal saw his annunciator panel come alive with the target solutions and he flipped the switch to slave guns to the incoming data. Quickly the guns slewed around in azimuth and layed in elevation on to an empty spot of sky. His screen timer clicked off the countdown time to fire. three...two...one...MARK!  
 
    Mal held the trigger down for a few seconds. There was no sound in the vacuum but felt the thundering vibration through the gun mount into his seat as the guns recoiled violently into their carriages.  
 
      
 
    “On the way!” Mal announced into his radio.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Green Flight: 
 
    Green 2 bored in for the kill. This will be easy money! He smirked inwardly and was just bringing the Dragon Lady into his optical gun sights.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He never got his bead on target though, instead his ship shuddered and jolted violently! His entire annunciator panel lit up with a dozen red lights as his fighter plowed right into the cloud of mines sown for him!  
 
      
 
    What the HELL?   
 
      
 
    Green 2's burned out sensors never picked up the phenolic tennis ball size mines as they pummeled him viciously, blasting holes through the skin of his fighter and damaging major systems.  
 
      
 
    There were still sixteen more cannon shells still in flight and they all arrived as calculated.  
 
      
 
    “Green 2, I'm hit! I've...” Green 2's radio transmission ended in a burst of static. 
 
      
 
    Each forty millimeter shell carried a new style trident warhead.  The tip consisting of an armor piercing initiator, following behind that was 1.5 kg charge of high explosive with a delayed fuse set to detonate once the armor penetrator had done its work.  The final and perhaps worst part of the package was the trailing incendiary package.  The incendiary section was the part that was truly nightmarish. After the high-explosives went off and the blast subsided, this thing went to work. It was an all magnesium shell packed with thermite that began spraying its white hot payload all over the interior, melting steel structure and conduits like butter then incinerating everything at all flammable and even catching aluminum bulkheads on fire. The tridents were made to puncture and inflict severe internal damage to more heavily armored warships.  
 
    But used against a smaller ship or fighter, the effect was devastating.  
 
      
 
    Green 2 had ten of the twelve round salvo smash into his Icarus fighter and within the space of a less than one second the entire craft was immolated from the inside. One round hit the engine compartment and two more bored into the main fuel cells where they burst. At that point it was over in less than a second as Green 2 split down the middle into hundreds of burning shards and exploded into a white hot fireball. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragon Lady:  
 
    “Green Leader, Green 1, what happened to Green 2?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp provided a snarky answer over the Guild radio frequency, “Ida know, sweetie! Maybe he was flying with the wrong joystick or dropped his blaster down his own shorts. Very sloppy flying!”  
 
      
 
    Anything you can do to unnerve your opponent and jangle their nerves is to your advantage. The next best thing to striking terror into their hearts, she mused to herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Switching to ship's intercom, Kyp advised her gunner-first officer, “Mr. Easton, you have manual gun control now. I'll see if I can throw some more shots your way. Feel free to fire at will for the opportunity.”  
 
      
 
    Mal smiled behind his helmet visor, “Aye aye, Ma'am. With pleasure!”  
 
      
 
    Green 1 and Green Leader must have conversed on another frequency because Green 1 began to bore in and fired a salvo of missiles at the Dragon Lady.   
 
      
 
    Kyp saw the threat on the display and dumped chaff mixed with flares along with some fullers earth to spoof the missiles, then she snapped Dragon Lady into a hard right turn and kicked in full impulse thrust hurling her ship well out of the line of fire.  
 
      
 
    The missiles went for the decoys and detonated harmlessly in the debris cloud with dazzling flashes.  
 
      
 
    After the two fighters passed through the exploded missile debris the Guild pilots scanned around their horizon for Dragon Lady, wondering where she had vanished.  
 
      
 
    Kyp had already swung around in a tight arc and was closing in behind them to cannon range on Green 1's tail, who was loosely formed up with Zero's and trailing slightly. 
 
      
 
    Kyp's mind ticked over the basics, Always go for the tail-end-Charlie in the formation. It lends better to the element of surprise.  
 
      
 
    Kyp barked into the ships com again, “Bandit, twelve o'clock high, Mr. Easton!”  
 
      
 
    She had formed up five hundred meters behind and below Green 1, well within Green 1's blind spot.  
 
      
 
    Mal spun his turret around and had the guns laid in. He loosed another short burst causing Green 1 to disintegrate in another spectacular blast.  
 
      
 
    Seeing his wingman get blown to bits, Zach executed a hard break to his left but Kyp had anticipated that move and was peppering his hind quarters with her cheek mounted twenty millimeter guns.  One of his engines burst open and caught on fire.  
 
      
 
    “Ok crew, now it gets interesting. We have a wounded quarry and he is desperate. Stay sharp!” Kyp purred into the intercom.  
 
      
 
    Zach tightened his hard turn to the left which pulled him out of Kyp's hail of cannon fire.  
 
      
 
    How in holy hell is she doing that with such a large ship?!? That thing is as nimble as a Tiberian Swallow! She must have some advanced tech! Zach thought to himself.  
 
      
 
    He was hoping to sucker her into a turning contest which she could not possibly win allowing him to set up a good shot into her stern section once his turning radius brought him inside her wider turn that she could not begin to match in her larger ship.  
 
      
 
    Kyp was well aware of this old trick so she countered with hard pull up around her pitch axis then rolling hard over to the right in a wide corkscrew maneuver this brought her nose and formidable dorsal guns into a line up with Zach's unarmed backside again!  
 
      
 
    Zach saw her in his rear view monitor, disappear off his right rear quarter and figured she had broken off her attack to run away. He continued his turn in hopes of coming up on her tail again as she was attempting to flee. That was a mistake, The twenty millimeter guns and forty millimeter auto cannons spoke again from Dragon Lady and the combined firepower with explosive shells blasted the entire tail off Zach's fighter. Zach's Icarus fighter began tumbling out of control.  
 
      
 
    Zach was thrown violently against his seat straps and was almost knocked senseless from the impact.  
 
      
 
    “Yield! And I'll haul you in, Zero, then you'll get to stay alive another day!” Kyp hailed him on the Guild frequencies.  
 
      
 
    Damn her to Hell! The woman is some kind of a devil! Zach thought through flickering consciousness.  
 
      
 
    “Piss off, Epsilon! You God damned furred mutant!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp lost sight of him for just a second as his fighter crazily tumbled beneath her nose, but Zachary had one more card to play. Dragon Lady shuddered as Zach locked a tractor beam onto the underside of her hull.  
 
      
 
    Shit! If he latches on to us he'll kill us all! Kyp knew that once Zach was able to grapple his ship to hers it would be a simple matter to leisurely pump Dragon Lady full of nerve gas killing the crew off so he could drive home with a new ship as a nice bonus and collect the entire bounty fee all for himself too!  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sparky, what does his energy signature look like? Does he still have full APU energy?” she asked her ECM officer.  
 
      
 
    “Negative Captain. He's hurt bad. I'm showing him as all electrical generation is gone. Probably shot out. He must be running everything on emergency batteries.”  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Sparky. I'll bet running that tractor beam is drawing a lot of power too.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes Ma'am. I'd think he can't maintain that for too much longer.” 
 
      
 
    Kyp keyed up the radio again with a more patronizing tone, “Zero, honey.  Be a dear and shut down that silly old tractor beam. You have lost. Give yourself up and we can all go home.”  
 
      
 
    The radio crackled back with his response, “Not a chance! I'm going to take you down once and for all!”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, Zero, I can see now that I'll have to be more firm with you. Have you ever had a good old fashioned Nantucket Sleigh ride?”  
 
      
 
    “A what??!!?” Zach had no idea what a Sleigh was much less a Nantucket.  
 
      
 
    “You'd best hold on to your dentures then!” Kyp replied with a snippy tone.  
 
      
 
    On the Dragon Lady's PA, Kyp announced firmly, “Everyone tighten your straps I'm going to play an old game of 'Crack the Whip' with our opponent!”  
 
      
 
    “Yes Ma'am! Crack the Whip, Ma'am?”, came an inquiry from Cleco in engineering.  
 
      
 
    “Right. He has a tractor beam locked on us and we can't get a clear shot at him because he is behind and below us. But we have full maneuvering and I can sure make him wish he was dead back there. Bring up the inertia dampers to full power, if you please.” Kyp smirked beneath her suit visor.  
 
      
 
    “Aye-aye, Cap'n!” came the reply. 
 
      
 
    A couple seconds later Kyp advanced the impulse engines throttles from her quadrant by her left hand. Then with her right handed stick, she gently pulled up the nose and added some left pressure with coordinated pressure to left rudder. Dragon Lady answered crisply with a smart barrel roll to the left. Riding out on the end of his tractor beam tether all of the Dragon Lady's motions were magnified greatly by several magnitudes.  
 
      
 
    The G forces began to pile up on Zachary's body, pressing him down into his seat with increased force, since his inertia dampers were not working well anymore. 
 
      
 
    Kyp allowed Zach a moment to fall into trail out on the end of his gravitometric tether then she slowly began to tighten the radius of her roll.  
 
    This had the effect of causing Zach to helplessly follow along an increasingly faster corkscrew path.  
 
      
 
    The G's piled up on him ,seven gees, eight, nine.  He was breathing in short gasps and straining hard to keep from blacking out. 
 
      
 
    His smaller fighter had no room to accommodate for the power generators needed for larger inertia dampeners so he just had to take what was being dealt out.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Zero. Kill the tractor or it gets worse from here on.”  
 
      
 
    “Never!!” Zachary hissed out between his clenched teeth.  
 
      
 
    “Oooo-KAY! You asked for it!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp deftly used drastic control of differential thrust with her left hand. Then coordinated inputs with her feet and right hand on the armrest mounted stick. Dragon Lady responded again nimbly with a crispness that was astounding for a ship her size.  
 
      
 
    Zachary watched in horror through his canopy as the Dragon Lady stopped the tight left roll and executed a quick snap roll to the right.  
 
      
 
    OH, GOOD LORD, NO!! The near instantaneous velocity reversal whipped down the length of his tractor beam and the G-forces came crashing down on Zach like a truck load of anvils.  
 
      
 
    Thirty five times the force of gravity slammed into him like a pile driver, cracking ribs and bruising internal organs. Mercifully he blacked out.  
 
      
 
    After a minute he came to again and Kyp now had him in a tightening barrel roll to the right this time.  
 
      
 
    With his last bit of strength Zach noted the range and fired grappling hooks with cables into Dragon Lady's underside. They penetrated the skin and set themselves fast.  
 
      
 
    Sparky blurted out, “Captain! The enemy has set grappling hooks into us! What are your orders?”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sparky.” Kyp replied with a somber tone.  
 
      
 
    Dammit Zero! Why couldn't you just give up, like an intelligent moron? Now I'll have to kill you.  
 
      
 
    Kyp was running out of options, with her having to apply thrust constantly to throw off her attacker she could not send a crew member out to simply cut the cables free.  
 
      
 
    But there was one last thing that would prevent her enemy from boarding and killing them all.  
 
    She steeled herself and gave one last order, “Engineering! Power up the Mobius Engine.”  
 
      
 
    After a short pause, “Aye Captain! She's ready. And it's been an honor serving with you, Ma'am!” came the sober reply.  
 
      
 
    Mobius drive was a last ditch escape device designed to encase the ship in a hyperspace bubble then distribute the ships atoms across space in such a way that all the time-space points in the universe were an equal distance, then, using quantum manipulations, the drive was supposed to reassemble the ships molecular structure somewhere else. It is thought that some ships got powdered up and scattered across the galaxy by accident, no one knows for sure though since those craft were never heard from again.  
 
      
 
    “Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you all! It has been an honor working with all of you. You've been an outstanding crew!” Kyp countered over intercom. 
 
      
 
    Kyp sent a special message to Malcolm, alone in the gun turret, “Mal, --you too. Specially. May the Valkyries welcome you with open arms!”  
 
      
 
    Malcolm knew it was bad when the captain addressed him in the familiar like that,“Thank you, Ma'am. See you in the next dimension!”  
 
      
 
    Mal knew she had played out her cards and there were no aces left. 
 
      
 
    Then Kyp firewalled the impulse throttles causing the 'Lady to lunge ahead dragging the hapless fighter along behind. That would buy Dragon Lady a few more critical seconds needed.  
 
      
 
    Mal gulped. He knew this was finally the end of the line.  
 
      
 
    Kyp flipped open the yellow and black safety covers and pulled the handle underneath. “Mobius engaged!”  
 
      
 
    The ships lights dimmed and flickered, then the stars winked out as Dragon Lady hurtled into the rift of unnatural space time.  
 
      
 
    Mobius was not designed to handle the situation with a ship in tow so the hyperspace rift opened pulling in Dragon Lady and then in closed again cutting Zach's crippled fighter in half.  
 
      
 
    The two remaining halves of the Icarus fighter exploded from that indignity with half the debris left behind in N-space. The other half of the Icarus imparted its blast into the hyperspace bubble with Dragon Lady.  
 
      
 
    Under these circumstances an experienced engineer would shrug and confess, “Results may be unpredictable.”  
 
      
 
    The 'Lady was built very strong and held up under the incredible punishment.  
 
      
 
    Dragon Lady's Artificial Intelligence, Minerva, was intact.  She was designed to activate under various kinds of dire emergency conditions and noticed the astrogator was offline, assumed damaged, so she made some quick integrity checks, noticed the ship was tumbling so she stopped the ship's tumbling with thrusters, then tried to contact any of the crew members for manual assistance. There were no replies. It was going to be a long day for a ship's A.I.  
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    Aboard Dragon Lady: 
 
    The Dragon Lady barely survived the trip into the mobian expanse, following the near disaster encounter with three of the Assasins’ Guild fighters. 
 
      
 
    The mobian expanse was an enigmatic quirk of subspace discovered by Doctor Arwan J. Schneider which connected all points of the universe simultaneously, at least, mathematically speaking.  
 
    He theorized that a special drive incorporated into a conventional matter/antimatter power plant would allow a ship to enter this expanse and traverse the galaxy in a matter of seconds.  
 
    The drive was built but was never tested as the major backer pulled out after a flaw in the theoretical math was discovered.  
 
      
 
    Kyp ran across the device during one of her fleet budget audits and discovered the device in mothballs. Upon further investigation she was intrigued by the device’s potential and commissioned a group to solve the equations to allow the device to work and had the device routed to Rocco’s Bolt hole to be fitted to her personal ship.  
 
      
 
    It had finally been tested after all that but some ships never returned from their trip out.  
 
      
 
    With no manual input into the ship’s controls, the ship’s A.I. activated and began its standard system checks and navigational scans.  
 
      
 
    “Ship A.I. activated. Ships time stamp number seven bravo niner two. If anyone is alive, please call me Minerva. Beginning standard ship system diagnostics and navigational scans. Alert! Damage to port pylon and gravitic nacelle. Damage to ventral hull, no breaches detected. Pressure doors on standby. Foreign object detected on ventral hull. Matter/Antimatter reactor on standby. Gravitic systems offline AE-35 module not found assumed damaged. Mobius drive active. Attempting Deactivating of Mobius drive. Deactivation Failure. No navigational data entered into main computer. Astrogator offline, assumed damaged. No navigational hazards detected bringing ship to drift. Crew life signs detected. Any non-incapacitated crew-member please respond. Message repeats….” 
 
      
 
    Malcolm woke to the A.I.’s drone intonations, “Erf, my head! Remind me never to do any of that kind of whiskey again!” He muttered to himself as he surveyed his surroundings.  
 
      
 
    He was in the cargo bay still wearing his EV suit and strapped to the ship’s main gun. At least the safeties engaged and retracted the gun when the Mobian drive activated.  
 
      
 
    “First officer, Easton! Welcome back sir!” the ship’s A.I. chirped cheerfully into his helmet’s comm system. “We have extensive damage to the ship starting with…”  
 
      
 
    “Who in Hell is this?” Mal asked not recognizing the voice on the comm.  
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Sir! I am Minerva, the ship’s computer and A.I. emergency system. I activated when the ship became disabled and required course corrections. I am required to report damage to the crew. We seem to have injuries in abundance.”  
 
      
 
    “We don't have an A.I. named Minerva.” Mal protested painfully. 
 
      
 
    “But you do, Sir! I am Minverva and I have stabilized the ship from its random tumbling.” 
 
      
 
    Mal gave up, “Spare me the damage report for now Minerva, is the ship safe and what are other casualties?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship is presently in safe mode, we are adrift at unknown galactic coordinate set, and a device called the Mobian drive requires manual input.  Casualties detected: but I am unable to contact any other crewmembers. Please report to the medical bay for an evaluation…”  
 
      
 
    “I can walk, Minerva, I’ll check on the rest of the crew.”  Mal said as he unfastened his restraints.  
 
      
 
    Mal left the cargo bay and walked to the lift that would take him to the command deck contemplating the state of the ship and Epsilon’s high risk maneuvers.  
 
      
 
    He thought better of taking the lift incase the power was unstable so he painfully climbed the ladder up.  
 
      
 
    After a short detour to the engine room and finding all was well with the engineer and his mate Mal made his way to the command deck, revealing the unharmed but unconscious crew. Kyp was seated in the captain’s chair slumped over. 
 
      
 
    Mal approached and and removed her helmet so he could check her face for signs of heavy bruising. She always fought to keep the ship and crew safe, he mused as he checked her for more serious injuries, I just wish she would take better care of herself.  
 
      
 
    Finding nothing more serious than some light bruising he deployed one of the anti-grav stretchers and prepared Kyp for the short trip to the medical bay.  
 
      
 
    “She is going to pitch a hell of a fit if she wakes up anywhere but the bridge.” Fang stated simply.  
 
      
 
    Mal almost jumped out of his skin, startled by Fang’s unexpected appearance, “Damn it, Fang! Don’t sneak up on people like that!!”  
 
      
 
    “Apologies, sir. But I wished to check in, as you call it and report my unharmedness as well as remind you of the captain’s sense of duty.”  
 
      
 
    “You let me worry about her temperance. Now --I’m pleased you are unharmed, how is Sparky?”  
 
      
 
    “I’m ok commander, but it was one Helluva ride!” Sparky shouted from across the bridge.  
 
      
 
    Sparky was silver tabby shorthair hybrid with light tan scalp hair under his baseball cap. Kyp picked him up at one of the Gleise Neotown shopping bazaars where he ran a repair business. He showed talent for all things electronic. Kyp saw he was adept and spotted him as a favorable mutation after a short interview so she picked him up for her crew.  
 
      
 
    “Ugh, I swear if y’all don’t stop shouting--.” Kyp grumbled as she regained conscious.  
 
      
 
    Malcolm turned to face the captain to inquire of her condition, but the A.I. beat him with her report. 
 
      
 
    “Captain! I am relieved to see you are awake and pleased as punch to give you the damage report! The A.I. began to rattle of its list of damaged ship items and components Kyp turned to Mal giving him a look of annoyed befuddlement.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton, is that what I think it is?”  
 
      
 
    “Afraid it is, Ma’am. Captain, meet Minerva. Minerva, meet Captain Epsilon.”  
 
      
 
    Mal had to suppress a smile here. “Remind me to have a talk with Rocco next time we see him and please stow that stretcher.”  
 
      
 
    “As you wish Ma’am. I have already been to engineering, in spite of some bumps and bruises Cleco and his engineers’ mate are fine, and are resuming repairs.” 
 
      
 
    “At least there is some good news! Good work, Mr. Easton,” she said and keyed the intercom, "Engineering, Bridge."  
 
      
 
    “Aye, engineering here, Skipper.”  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Cleco, Mr. Easton reports you are all alive and well down there.”  
 
      
 
    “We are at that Skipper. We are attempting to resume repairs but we have a problem with the mobian drive.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured as much seeing as we are still in mobian space, or where ever this is. Can we make the translation to back to N space?”  
 
    “Well Captain, we can but I don’t like the computers report of the object that is attached to the ventral hull and I have no way to remove it just yet, somehow it has fused to the ship’s plating.”  
 
    “I see, Minerva. I think that was a grapple that our unwanted guest left behind. It is likely spot welded to the hull.  
 
    Do we have enough power to extend the structural integrity fields out?”  
 
    “Aye, Captain we do and if you give us a half hour we will have the gravitics up giving us more control of our momentum when we enter N space”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan Cleco, please inform me when we our systems are ready.”  
 
    “Alert! Mobian drive capacitors overheating. System failure in ten seconds.” came the AI announcement over the shipboard speakers.  
 
    “Please fasten your seat belts or find some secure structure hold downs to restrain yourselves with, failure in...four...three...two...one...MARK!”  
 
    Dragon Lady crashed out of mobian space, falling back into N-space tumbling violently. Stabilization systems came on line and the hammering of thrusters firing resounded through the hull as her autopilot fought to kill her tumbling. After four or five more turns she slowed her tumble and stabilized.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Out in the Sol-Terra Kuiper Belt: 
 
    Miranda and Michelle were deploying the last of the Passive Automated Listening System. Everyone was out doing EVA this time. So everyone was watching each other's backs. In hard vacuum one rarely gets a second chance after a mistake. 
 
    Michelle was acting mission commander for this job. The whole crew was out here as light discipline after a daring rescue they made the week before. 
 
    It was one of those rescues that they probably shouldn't have done so they did it anyway. But that is another story. 
 
    Michelle bit slight in stature at about 5' 4" in height with flame red hair that she mostly wore in a pony-tail. 
 
    Being a red vixen hybrid, she was wiley by nature and was often used for deep cover operations but, this was just a one shot job they had setting up all the new early warning buoys. Everyone often called her Mike for short. 
 
    “Ok, check comm and sub space radio links, Mira?”  
 
    From the cargo hold in the large MULE came, “You got it, Mike.” 
 
    The MULEs were a special breed of spacecraft. For the mining mining colonies they were the workhorses. These craft depended on modular unit construction throughout. They were the dump trucks, ore carriers, pick up trucks, ambulances, crew and cargo transports. 
 
    The entire center section could be changed out in a few minutes with one that would suit the need at the time. There was an enlarged crew cabin in the nose and huge engines as well as over size fuel tanks. They were all fitted with extra heavy duty landing gear to withstand heavy landings with massive cargos. Needless to say they were not pretty like most craft that are designed strictly for use outside any atmosphere. Later on MULE modules were being created to carry heavy guns and ordinance. They were sometimes used as gunships as well. 
 
      
 
    While in her space suit, Miranda flipped on the quick test circuits and stepped through the pre-deploy PAL checklist. 
 
    Miranda or Mirra was a striking lady, part lapine, part skunk. Very British. Very friendly and polite, but one did not enquire about her past or how she got in this outfit. 
 
      
 
    Tiggy was out in the depressurized cargo module to act as safety man and EVA assist.  
 
    His proper name was Winston, but friends didn't call him that, opting for Tiggy since we was a tiger hybrid.  
 
    Geeky type but when in the seat of a Scorpion fighter he was all business and an extremely agressive player.  
 
    He was often sought for wingman or flight leader because of this.  
 
      
 
    “Sub space comm link?” Miranda chirped.  
 
      
 
    “Check.” came the reply from Michelle.  
 
      
 
    “N-space radio data link?”  
 
      
 
    “Check.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, we are performing final self check. It should pick up our MULE and report it in.”  
 
      
 
    Miranda entered the last few code sequences in and was getting ready to close the access door, when her suit radio exploded with traffic.  
 
      
 
    “Holy Goddesses, FUCK!!” Michelle exclaimed, “Something just crossed our bow at 50C and it's decelerating!!”  
 
      
 
    “Bloody Hell?? What was THAT??!!" Miranda blurted out.  
 
      
 
    Switching over to the main subspace frequency Michelle made the call out, “PAN! PAN! PAN! PAN! --PAN! PAN! PAN! PAN! This is MULE, 'Typhoon' any station please respond!"  
 
      
 
    The answer came back quickly from main dispatch controller, “Typhoon, Top Hat Control here. State your emergency traffic please?"  
 
      
 
    “Typhoon is at Romeo Alpha One Seven Hotel three zero Mike, sector. All of our PALS out here have gone HOT!”  
 
      
 
    “Top Hat Control, Typhoon. We copy that and we'll verify data as soon as the signal arrives”  
 
      
 
    “Roger Top Hat, we are showing a single bogey, just crossed our bow at about victor five zero charlie and decelerating hard. Heading into system. Copy?”  
 
      
 
    “Roger, Typhoon. We copy. Ah, yes. We are getting the readouts now and calculating a course plot for it. Nice job!”  
 
      
 
    “Roger Top Hat. We will button this last PAL up and head in. Request a course well clear of bogie so we can steer to avoid. No reason to draw their attention.”  
 
      
 
    “We copy that, Typhoon. The plot will be with you in a moment.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, Mirra & Tiggy. Soon as you've secured the access covers on the PAL, you can shove it out the door and we'll get outta here.”  
 
      
 
    “Copy that,” answered Winston.  
 
      
 
    “Roger, do they know what it was, Mike?”  
 
      
 
    “No clue but it was good sized. This can't be good, could be the baddies have arrived, a scouting party perhaps, hmm? Whoever it was certainly wasn't trying to hide their passage, though.”  
 
      
 
    Tiggy and Mirra finished up securing the access covers and carefully shoved the long torpedo like device out the open cargo door.  
 
      
 
    “Ok, PAL is away. We're closing the cargo door now.”  
 
      
 
    Mirra and Tiggy then drifted to the cargo airlock, let themselves in and got pressurized.  
 
      
 
    “Welcome back inside. Have a coffee and strap in. Good job guys! We're gonna scram this area in case something bigger follows that last one in,” Michelle barked.  
 
      
 
    The bunkie and tiger just nodded in solemn agreement.  
 
    “Ok, we tracked their plot across our nose so we will be going in the long way around in order to avoid them since we don't have our normal ordinance load out. Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    The star field outside went into its usual crazy distort as the MULE accelerated away from their PAL site.  
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    Lunar Farside Station: 
 
    The signal was out and things were going totally crazy back at Lunar Farside Station, the asteroid bases were also flurry of activity. Circe had just given the scramble order to all ready fighters and to load the Mules with Wolverine / Pangolin Berserker marines as well as standard ordinance. 
 
      
 
    Only a few close friends knew of her true origins and they weren't about to talk.  
 
      
 
    Circe was a tall intimidating lady. She was a Procyonid hybrid, seven feet tall in her standard heel boots.  
 
    Her raven hair fell straight down to the middle of her back, parted down over her left ear, with bangs to just above her eyebrows.  
 
    On her left breast was a gold comet with diamond star clusters, she also wore a sam brown style belt with a gold buckle that had an engraved Rutherford atom on it.  Knee high black boots finished the uniform.  
 
      
 
    To most of the folks on the lunar station, she just appeared out of nowhere one day dressed in this strange alien, burgundy red uniform with silver and black shoulder marks. 
 
    This storm trooper-like vision appeared inside the mining base in Lacus Mortis during a small funeral reception that had been disrupted by a mysterious energy release that threated to breach the station walls. 
 
      
 
    She appeared in a blue flash, shoved everyone back from the dangerous manifestation without actually touching them somehow, then picked up the dangerous article and vanished.  
 
      
 
    Video feeds of the incident picked up the gist of what happened but no one on the scene at the time could clearly describe what had happened. It was as if thier minds had been clouded.  
 
      
 
    All the rest of the MULEs were being configured as gunships, bombers or missile platforms and any fighters left were being hastily armed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Circe had just boarded her makeshift flag ship, Sword of Bastet, another MULE with full ECM / network communications package onboard with full complement of kinetic weapons.  
 
      
 
    Diane was already airborne and heading out to rendezvous point out into the asteroid belt with Fer-de-Lance. 
 
    The 'Lance was a heavily armed MULE gunship and would fly with an escort of Scorpion fighters today.  
 
      
 
    Diane was a similar creature as Circe. Some thought they were cloned, because at times they were hard to tell apart excepting their personalities and hair color 
 
      
 
    Circe and Tom completed their preflight checks and made best possible speed out to join the gathering out at the asteroid belt.  
 
      
 
    Tom Burton, A powerful, towering cougar standing a good 6' 8" with short brown hair.  
 
    An ex fighter pilot and astronaut, Asterope Mining Corporation scooped him right up and put him to work flying lunar ore from the moon to L5. 
 
    Born in Hondo, Texas, he always gravitated towards the wide open spaces. He decided to go for the biggest spaces of all: deep space. As an EVA expert for the Asterope company. 
 
    One fateful day he ran into a cute little white kitty hybrid geo-engineer, Carmen Velasquez, quite by accident while on assignment, and his life changed forever.  But that little bit is left to another story. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes Circe pressed Tom into service as her co-pilot.  
 
      
 
    “Pine Tree Leader, all groups, check in.” Circe announced to the radio net. 
 
      
 
    Each fighter, bomber/drop ship group checked in by radio as ready for action.  
 
      
 
    “Pine Tree Leader, I will hold everyone in reserve in the asteroids to mask your presence.  I'll go in slowly for a closer look at the bogey so you all can cover me.  If they open fire on me I'll jump 10 klicks along my vertical axis. That will be my signal for you to all leap up into a ring formation around the bandit and light them up.  We don't know what they've got yet, so after you open fire, run for it and regroup.  Don't let them have the luxury of drawing a bead on you or you're a goner.  Ok now, let's creep in and see who we're dealing with.”  
 
      
 
    Circe waited for all the acknowledgements to come in on her comm display and then she nodded to Tom to advance on the target.  
 
      
 
    Aboard The Dragon Lady: 
 
    “Twice in one day! Mr. Easton, we really are going to have to do something about that assassin's guild!” Kyp mused aloud, “Engineering damage report. --Engineering respond.”  
 
      
 
    Mal nodded in agreement, “Yes, Ma'am”  
 
      
 
    “Internal unit communications are down in areas, Captain, although some intercoms are still operational.” Minerva reported. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton, if you could get down to engineering, please?” Kyp chirped. 
 
      
 
    “Aye Aye, captain.”  
 
      
 
    “Damage report, Minerva?”  
 
      
 
    “Port gravitic pylon has sheered off. All other external damage remains the same as previously reported. No hull breaches detected. There was a power surge disabling most electronic components on board after stabilizing the ship.”  
 
      
 
    “Confirmed Captain, all my navigational sensors are out,” Sparky reported.  
 
      
 
    “Helm control is also non responsive captain,” Fang reported.  
 
      
 
    “Then life support is--?” 
 
      
 
    “--Is currently running on chemical air scrubbers only, electrical power from the APU.”  
 
      
 
    The comm panel chirped and Mal's reassuring voice came through the small speaker, “Engineering to bridge.” 
 
      
 
    “Bridge here, how bad is it, Mr. Easton?”  
 
      
 
    “As bad as everyone reports captain. Cleco's assistant is working on the life support but without the other gravitic nacelle we will need more space to decelerate.”  
 
      
 
    “Understood. We'll do what we can from up here.” Kyp closed the channel and glimpsed Fang approaching her. 
 
      
 
    “What is it Fang?  
 
      
 
    “I need to give you information that could have bearing on our future survival.” Fang replied.  
 
      
 
    Kyp nodded toward Spark, “Mr. Sparky, can you keep everything under control for a few minutes?”  
 
      
 
    “Sure thing Skipper, I think I can get the navigational sensors and astrogator up and running in a bit with Minerva's help.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to hear. Keep up the good work you two,” Kyp said as she stepped into the corridor with Fang.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the pressure doors closed Kyp grilled Fang in hushed tones, “Alright Fang, what is going on? I don't think I have ever seen you this unnerved, unless you are still shaken by our recent difficulties.”  
 
      
 
    Fang Silverclaw appeared as another red panda but he had a few silver streaks in his fur, however, there was much more to him than met the eye. He represented a much older race of dragons that once inhabited the Earth long before the arrival of the race called Humanity. He was the leader of the Silverclaw clan of Fire dragons and more by accident than design. Due to Kyp's actions during the pirate campaigns, he was able to wrest control of the Dragon council. Being a shape shifter he did not use his true form, which was larger than a full size cargo module, but sized his physical self down in order to fit in this much smaller ship. The red panda form, being more compact, was much better adapted to this environment.  
 
      
 
    “Well, despite the voyage being somewhat unsatisfactory thus far, Amaranthine, there is something familiar about this system. 
 
    I am feeling some kind of strong power disturbances in the ether here and it is of a kind that is very, very old.  If we are noticed by it, I will give you this warning and advice. Amaranthine: tread carefully, your usual glibness may not serve you well in this encounter,” Fang shuddered.  
 
      
 
    Kyp had not seen Fang this rattled before and something that would unnerve a dragon could not bode well for the ship or crew.  
 
      
 
    She mused, “If the disturbance proves hostile, would you be able to open an interdimensional portal, large enough for the ship to effect an escape?”  
 
      
 
    “I think so, but I hope it will not be needed, for I would require a very long recovery time for me, if that were to happen.”  
 
      
 
    “Understood and agreed. We shall keep it open as an option as well as a smaller version for crew evacuation only. Do whatever you need to prepare for it.”  
 
      
 
    Fang nodded in agreement, “I shall make ready, Amaranthine!”  
 
      
 
    True to form Cleco was able to rig the the ship to begin its deceleration without disintegrating. Sparky was able to get the navigational sensors working but the astrogator was another matter altogether as its main circuits were fried from the entry into mobian space.  
 
      
 
    Mal took the lone watch on the bridge and allowed the crew to rest and was settling into the command chair with an Irish coffee. He was looking forward to a boring stretch of sub-optimal deceleration. Just as he took the first sip of his drink the proximity alarm sounded. 
 
      
 
    “Bogey, Captain! Incoming on an intercept course, bearing two niner zero off the nose, low, 50k kilometers decelerating at 500kps squared,” Minerva stated. 
 
      
 
    Never a dull moment on this ship! Malcolm mused, as he triggered the general quarters alarm.  
 
      
 
    After a minute or so Kyp, Fang and Sparky entered the bridge and took their stations.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Mr. Easton?” 
 
      
 
    “Bogey incoming, captain. Unknown origin and configuration. It's on an intercept course with us.  Do you have orders, Captain?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp narrowed her eyes, at the current deceleration rate the ships would be in spitting distance of each other in all of a minute, plenty of time to inflict considerable damage.  
 
      
 
    “Just hold her steady, Number one.  Make ready the guns but keep them concealed, we don't want to rattle a potential first contact. Have Cleco's assistant make preparations to repel boarders or get more crew to see to that.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sparky, How are the sensors, and communication arrays?”  
 
      
 
    “The sensors are mostly running, all of sensor communications are operational.”  
 
      
 
    “At least something still works,” Kyp said “Run a standard scan, Sparky, and open our standard hailing frequencies.” 
 
      
 
    “Channels open, Skipper.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Epsilon of the freighter, Dragon Lady. We have sustained heavy damage and request assistance. Please respond.”  
 
      
 
    “Transmitted Skipper.”  
 
      
 
    Fang spoke up, “Perhaps, Madam, it may be someone that just wants to have a look at us. Then again a full raiding party may be concealed elsewhere and be waiting to jump on us!”  
 
      
 
    Fang chewed on his lower lip nervously, “Well, ah --then again...uhm...This is most disturbing --yes.”  
 
      
 
    “What is it Fang? Spit it out!” Kyp snapped. 
 
      
 
    “The source of the strong ether disturbance is approaching us. It seems to be onboard the bogey. So I believe it is the disturbance I sensed from great distance and that indeed it has noticed us! --Wait. There are two distinct sources now, this one and there is a second that waits at some distance perhaps to observe. I fear there is a hidden reserve force lying in wait, Madam. I cannot tell if there is malice involved or they are just being very cautious, though. Oh dear...Oh dear...Oh dear...”  
 
      
 
    Kyp chuffed and looked inscrutable. Fang is not very easily perturbed...unless it is very significant.  
 
      
 
    “Well then what about this 'disturbance'? Can you relate it to anything you already know?” 
 
      
 
    “No Madam. Except that it is off the scale in strength measurements, as best as I can tell. This is an individual that is more powerful than anything ever-recorded in our draconian archives...I think...ah...uhm --and let us remember that there are TWO of them.”  
 
      
 
    “On a scale of one to ten, this would be like 15?”  
 
      
 
    “More like one thousand plus, Madam. --We must exercise extreme caution. I fear they can manipulate reality-time-space as if it were cerama-cast. I do not even think I could open a portal without this creature just slamming it shut it in our faces. We cannot run, we cannot we fight. --so we must hope to parlay, Madam, as that is our only option!”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Fang, for your feedback,” Kyp groused. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I suppose it's going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    --Mr. Easton. paint them with an active scan. A single ping. That will let them know that we have noticed them.”  
 
      
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard Terran Flagship, The Sword of Bastet: 
 
    “We're being scanned, Tom.” Circe remarked.  
 
      
 
    “Ok, I was wondering when they would try to have a look at us.”  
 
      
 
    “I'll try a simple radio hail and see what they say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard The Dragon Lady: 
 
    “Captain, they are hailing us on the shortwave frequencies but the universal translator can't make any sense of it.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, send standard reply, Mr. Easton,” Kyp turned to Fang, “New but scary civilization perhaps, Fang?”  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps so Madam!” Fang continued to bristle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard The Sword of Bastet: 
 
    “They sent a reply but its just so much hash to us, Tom.  Continue on a slow drift in and I'll try to get a closer look at them.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, good luck with that”, Tom replied.  
 
      
 
    Circe closed her eyes and thought to herself, What I need now is eyesight better than the best telescopes.  
 
      
 
    Then she was able to visually scan this intruder to the solar system. The ship was good sized but did not flaunt a lot of gun installations like a warship.  She was too smooth in her lines, angular at some points like a freighter but many spots along her fuselage looked to have cosmetic fairings installed to cover up certain ugly spots. Weapons points perhaps? 
 
    Her name, 'Dragon Lady' looked to be in old English, pre-Obliteration period script, could have been any one of several meanings though.  
 
      
 
    Circe looked into the interior of the ship then with her mind. There were no signs of an insectoid crew but instead they were all mammalian. But there was one other creature, with a somewhat blurry phantom like presence as if the true creature was much larger than its mere physical stature.  
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well....Tom, we have some lost hybrids here. This is someone's transport converted into a yacht.  
 
      
 
    No --wait. It looks like a yacht, but its got substantial armament!  More like a light cruiser. Be careful!  
 
      
 
    They are all hybrids, how they got out here I have no idea, and one other that does not stay in focus. How odd...”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard The Dragon Lady: 
 
    “Well, now what? Do we blink flashing lights at them? Play stupid musical notes over the radio?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp began her inquiry but then let out a shrill scream, as firey darts of pain burst through into her skull, “Gaaaaah! Get out of my head!! Aaaaaah!! MAKE IT STOP! MAKE IT STOP!!!” 
 
      
 
    Fang closed his eyes and was feeling the pain too.  
 
      
 
    Malcolm also collapsed from the psychic blast.  
 
      
 
    The pain vanished after a second and a smooth soothing feminine voice filled their heads,  
 
    [Greetings travelers! My sincerest apologies for any discomfort! We were expecting enemies when we tracked your arrival into our system so I am dreadfully sorry for causing you such pain with my initial contact! We were unable to communicate any other way initially. 
 
      
 
    Now that I know who you are, I can introduce myself. I am Circe Smith.  
 
      
 
    Welcome to our System. Sol is our central star and primary planet is Earth,  --or perhaps I should say, welcome back!]   
 
      
 
    [Arg!...I hate telepaths! Cant we talk some other way?] Kyp snarled back mentally.  
 
      
 
    [Noted. I see now that you can speak Galactic Universal! May we converse verbally via radio or in person?]   
 
      
 
    [Yes, please come aboard and we will talk!]  
 
      
 
    [Thank you, I'd also like my sister to be in on these talks if you don't mind?]  
 
      
 
    [Yeah, sure. Why not.]  
 
      
 
    [Very good. Her arrival may be very rapid from what you may be used to so, please, do not be alarmed.]  
 
      
 
    [Understood.]  
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard The Sword of Bastet: 
 
    “Ok, Tom. They aren't hostile. They're just broken down, lost, and they would like to talk to us in person! The captain is actually a descendant from Old Earth, the rest of the crew are descendants of passengers of an ark ship launched just before the Great Obliteration! Oh yes. This should be interesting! The captain's travelling advisor is a dragon!” Circe reported, glad they weren't hostiles.  
 
      
 
    “A dragon? But I thought--.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Tom. I did too. He is over five thousand Terran years old, so we should think he commands a healthy dose of respect!”  
 
      
 
    “Wow.”  
 
      
 
    “Well then, bring us up along side their ship and we'll find a docking hatch.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok, you got it!”, Tom sent out the 'stand down but remain ready', radio signal to the attack group, “Shall we send the marines home this time?”  
 
    “Yes, by all means. I don't think there is anything here I can't handle. I'd like Diane to be in on this too, if she can jump up here.” 
 
      
 
    The entire task force let out a sigh of relief. 
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    Aboard The Dragon Lady:  
 
    Mr. Easton picked himself up off the floor and scanned the panel, “Captain! Long range scan is picking up a very fast mover on intercept course!!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, excuse me, Madam. The second disturbance is also moving in very fast.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, her sister wants to visit with us too! They said she would be coming in fast so not to be alarmed,” Kyp grumbled, “Why not see if the whole family wants to come to visit!??”  
 
      
 
    “Madam...if I may advise?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes Fang?”  
 
      
 
    Fang looked perplexed, “As I may have mentioned, these individuals, are uhm, somehow in possession of unfathomable power. I use the term 'unfathomable' from the viewpoint of my dragon's race.  From our practical point of view they may as well be Goddesses! They can destroy us all with a single, mere thought. Perhaps even turn me into one of those creatures you call a Cocker Spaniel.  
 
      
 
    We should extend the branch of the olive and do utmost to further good will, if at all possible!  
 
      
 
    As one of your ancient philosophers once said, 'They have the drop on us, Tex'.  
 
      
 
    So let us do nothing that might anger them, in hope that we can escape with our lives, Madam!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp scowled then nodded, a bit rattled from Fang's insight and looked at her dragon friend,  
 
      
 
    “Noted. Ok, I'll try to not piss them off. We just want to get fixed and get outta here.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, Mr. Easton. I suppose we should prepare for guests...”  
 
      
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Mr. Easton replied.  
 
      
 
    The two Mules moved in closer to have a good look at Dragon Lady. From the bridge Kyp could see the lettering and nose art on each one. “Fer-de-Lance and Sword of Bastet” if I make out the script right, Captain. They are definitely carrying the livery of warships so they were not lying about expecting trouble from us.  
 
      
 
    Then Fang caught sight of their insignia, with lapine skull & cross bones, “Oh dear...They speak the truth about where we are now, these ships are carrying the similar markings of eighteenth century Earth pirates, Ma'am!”  
 
      
 
    “Great Fang.  Keep trying to cheer me up...” Kyp sighed, “We're screwed aren't we...”  
 
      
 
    “I fear it may be so, Ma'am. We have no choice. --This experience may be unsatisfactory...most unsatisfactory indeed!”  
 
      
 
    The Mules were finally able to negotiate safe docking with the Dragon Lady, and the occupants opened the hatches and let themselves in.  
 
      
 
    The two large figures poked their heads out of the lock and into the interior of Dragon Lady.  
 
      
 
    They were an imposing pair standing at nearly seven tall and all dressed in black with lapine skull and cross bones on left breast, belt buckle with an engraved Rutherford atom, alchemy chaos symbol on right lapel, black knee high boots, single purple bands on each upper arm of the uniform, sam browne black leather shoulder belt from right shoulder down to left beltline and white pinstripe-trim. On their upper thighs they carried two formidable side arms. Both wore very dark wrap around sun glasses.  
 
      
 
    Kyp was not a little put off so she opened the dialog with a very curt universal dialect, “Ah, so you ARE Pirates then!” 
 
      
 
    Circe giggled, “Well no, Captain. Sorry. These outfits were just ment to strike terror into our adversaries, and we were expecting hostiles. Your arrival has been a complete suprise! Request permission to come aboard?” 
 
      
 
    “Permission granted,” Kyp grumbled, somewhat resigned, “Pirates with strong psi talents.” 
 
      
 
    Fang was totally awestruck, and was mumbling to himself about the beginning of time and prophesies but shook himself off. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, in Galactic. Greetings! Noble guests! I am afraid you have us at a great disadvantage though. How can we make your visit more pleasant?” Fang spluttered out. 
 
      
 
    The large procyonid climbed in through the airlock hatch, straightened up to her imposingly tall stature and spoke, the ceiling was a bit low, so while Kyp and her bridge crew watched in awe, a blue glow surrounded the figures and the were immediately made short enough to not hit their heads on every low hanging pipe.  
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Noble Dragon, Fang Silverclaw. I am Circe Smith and this is my sister, Diane Hunter.” 
 
      
 
    Diane nodded in greeting and gave her large lapine ears a flip. Mal was totally blown away with Diane's attractive appearance. A striking tall hybrid of rabbit, cheetah spots and tiger stripes in the fur pattern.  She had blond wavy hair just a bit longer than shoulder length! 
 
      
 
    Circe continued, “Welcome to the Sol-Terran system, my sister and I are Emissaries of Sol, we are not pirates as such, but Privateers for the Sol System. It is truly a great honor and privilege to meet you travellers.  I did not think I'd have the chance to meet one of the dragon's race any time soon. Though I wish the circumstances were better.” 
 
      
 
    Fang coughed a bit uncomfortably, “Thank you, Madam Circe, Madam Diane. I see that you conceal your eyes, is that an indication of any truth to our old legends, that your eyes will enchant or bewitch any mere mortal with your gaze?”  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled, “Perhaps, but then again, you are not a mere mortal are you, Mr. Silverclaw.” she lied and took off her dark shades, nodding to Diane to do the same.  
 
      
 
    “Well actually, we do have normal eyes, as you can see. But if I anticipate meeting an enemy. I prefer to wear the shades for certain tactical reasons.”  
 
      
 
    Circe then reached into a pocket and proceeded to pull out several gold dodecahedrons with engraved runes on each facet while the onlookers gaped 
 
    .  
 
    “We were expecting a force of Kinty in this system so, here. A gift for each of you and your crew.” she handed the trinkets to Fang. 
 
      
 
    “Keep that with you, and if you are ever captured by Kin T'haar, show that to them. The engravings have my signature in Kinty, and will inform them that if they harm you or your friends & relatives, or detain you in any way, I will come for them and turn them to back into the stellar dust from which they were formed.”  
 
      
 
    Fang nodded nervously, “Oh my! What fantastic sorcery is this? Then uhm, ah the oldest of dragon legends must be true, you are of the Forrunner Ancients? The..uhm...uhm”  
 
      
 
    “We do not deal in sorcery, Mr. Silverclaw. We are not the Forrunner-Ancients but the Galactic ones did have something to do with us being here.”  
 
      
 
    “The Galactic Ones...?” Fang pondered.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, they predate the Forerunner Ancients by several million centuries, they don't exist even in our space time. They existed before this universe even came into being.” Circe stated very matter of factly.  
 
      
 
    “Oh my, my! Fantastic! --The pre-Forerunners are only just a wild theory. --Is there more proof?” Fang spluttered.  
 
      
 
    Circe just responded, “Yet I stand before you. Don't I reinforce what you learned from the Zarinthian libraries?”  
 
      
 
    So Circe skipped expanding on the subject and continued, “But I digress, My sister and I are only here to protect this system from being ravaged by these incoming marauders. We have information that the Kin T'haar are on their way here.   
 
      
 
    We were expecting them. That is why we received you in such brusk fashion. I apologize again for that.  
 
      
 
    But I wish to make a proposition that may benefit us both hopefully!” 
 
      
 
    Fang's jaw fell open as did Mal's.  
 
      
 
    Kyp chimed in, “Really? What could we possibly have that you'd want?”  
 
      
 
    “Captain! Forgive my being rude. After all this IS your ship! And Commander Easton, first officer! Let me explain your that exploits are well known to us, in general. 
 
      
 
    Could we share our proposal with you?” Circe chirred happily and smiled giving her large ringed raccoon tail a flip.  
 
      
 
    Fang snapped out of his gawping and pulled himself together again, “Then let us sit at the conference table and talk of alliances perhaps, ah, it seems we may even have a common enemy anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Circe smiled, Diane nodded approvingly.  
 
      
 
    They all proceeded down the corridor to the conference room and all stepped in and sat down in the comfortable chairs provided. 
 
      
 
    Circe broke the ice again with opening statement, “Alright. Let me see if I can summarize this situation. First of all, I know you are marooned in our system. Pardon my being blunt, but there you have it.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp bristled visibly, “You seem quite sure of yourself--”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have given your ship a *very* good looking over,” Circe ticked off items on her fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Your warp engines are offline because your fusion injectors crapped themselves and you're in a system that is about to become battlefield for an interstellar clash. 
 
      
 
    If the bad guys, the Kin T’haar, catch you here, they will --EAT-- you. Just like they will try to eat us.  When they either eat us all or get tired of -us- beating the crap outta them, they will come *to your system*.  
 
      
 
    You need to warn all your home systems to be ready for them.  
 
      
 
    But, from here, you can't call for help from home because your coms are down and a message drone will take too long to get there.  
 
      
 
    Your hydrogen intakes are fouled with gunk and need to be cleaned out and restarted.  
 
    Your Mobian drive will have to be replaced with something much better.  
 
      
 
    It's a deathtrap. Try to use that again and you'll most likely disintegrate the ship. I'm sure the ride was not comfortable.  
 
    If you are going to mess around with quantum subatomic astrophysics you need to do it safely. We can fix that for you. 
 
      
 
    To sum it up, you'd like to get repaired and refueled, so you can get on your way and out of this upcoming battle zone.  
 
      
 
    Good news is: my sister and I are engineers with new technology. We have some of the best techs and we can help you make repairs...and marked improvements!” Diane smiled and nodded.  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Fang both looked perplexed for a moment on the mention of the Kin T'haar but kept on listening.  
 
      
 
    Kyp chimed in at this point,“A Question --well a few actually. The first; you did say this was the SOL system correct?  
 
      
 
    That then leads to my second question, what in hell are you all doing here? 
 
      
 
    Almost three hundred years ago the few remnants of Earth departed in a large ark ship. The planet was in the throes of being totally destroyed. 
 
      
 
    We managed to survive.”  
 
      
 
    Circe answered, “Ah! Yes. From our point of view the existence of an ark ship was not well known. It was just a legend that no one really believed could have existed, but now meeting you, I know it did.  
 
      
 
    I assume it was the rich over privileged upper crust that took off in it to leave the rest to die. That is usually what happens, in cases like that. That was a long time ago.  
 
      
 
    Piecing it together, there was a faction of rich humans here, that wanted to stay behind. But all the old humans here were annihilated here during the time of the Great Obliteration.  
 
      
 
    Only a few mammalian hybrid species survived by retreating underground for some time. Life was very harsh for several decades, but once the poisons cleared we came back out and began rebuilding with the technology that had survived. We were able to jump start ourselves out of our own New Dark Age.  
 
      
 
    Those were bad times for us. But you, Captain, are special, because you were on the ark ship when it launched! So you must have marvelous regenerative faculties! 
 
      
 
    So I could ask, what are YOU doing here?  
 
      
 
    Your mind has a few very hard blocks in it and is very resistant to telepathic traffic.  
 
      
 
    The point of your being here was not clear to me.  
 
      
 
    Were I unscrupulous I could have crushed your will and found out even more about you, but that would have reduced you to a mental vegetable so I just made a light psychic threat evaluation on you all as to not attack you outright.”  
 
      
 
    “What am I doing here? Can you keep a secret?” Kyp answered.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Circe replied.  
 
      
 
    “Good. So the Hell can I!”  
 
      
 
    Circe and Diane blinked at each other and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    Kyp narrowed her eyes, “Next question, Ms. Smith and Ms. Hunter, Fang tells me you have a handle on tremendous power of which this little gold medallion is just a small sample. Shouldn't we be talking to the Grand High Exalted Poohbah, Supreme Potentate of Terra or something?” 
 
      
 
    Circe showed a trace of embarrassment, “Oh yes, of course!”  
 
    She continued a bit abashed at this point, “That would be me and my sister. I'm afraid we kinda --had to quickly, get the system governments on the same page in order to crank up a wartime economy to build all the weapons needed for this up and coming invasion.”  
 
      
 
    Fang bowed and blurted out, “Oh! Do Forgive us your Majesties! We did not know we were in the presence of emperesses!” 
 
      
 
    Circe looked very tired, “It's quite alright. Mr. Silverclaw. I suppose my sister may be the system emperesses by technicality, but we are not royalty. 
 
      
 
    More like a police force. I didn't want to do that. I did it only because I had to. I let them all be free to govern as they wish, but if they start warring among themselves, they know I will make some really BAD things happen to them.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp looked non-plussed, “So what is to keep you from building an invincible armada and taking over the whole galaxy?” 
 
      
 
    Circe let out another deep sigh, “Captain Epsilon, I appreciate your concern. We could indeed take over the galaxy if we wanted to. However, the logistics of keeping this small band of privateers going is staggering at best. I would most certainly lose my mind with all the paper work. Just think! Nothing at all would get done! And the most important reason is that I wasn't looking for this job when it found me! Running the galaxy? I think not!  
 
      
 
    Let me re-iterate, we have no hunger for power or wealth, we can make anything we need. We could even make ourselves wealthy beyond dreams and live elsewhere, but we are still of Earth.  We are beholden to defend the home system. So --No, Thank You!” she smiled.  
 
      
 
    Kyp scratched under her chin for a moment, unsure of these newcomers, “But you are absolute rulers of this system. Doesn't absolute power corrupt?”  
 
      
 
    “Under most circumstances, Yes it does, Captain, and of course, Absolute Power also Rocks. 
 
      
 
    However, my sister and I have the benefit of the wisdom of those who survived over five million centuries, so corruption is of no temptation to us. It just won't work. We have transcended that irrational attitude.” Circe admitted.  
 
      
 
    The opposite side of the table looked nervous at that remark.  
 
      
 
    “So, Captain...a question to you and Mr Silverclaw?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Highnesses?” Fang blurted out.  
 
      
 
    “Were my sister and I corrupt with this power, we would not be talking here. I would have eradicated the crew on board and picked the ship clean! How can this be?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp snapped that one up, “I can't imagine! Maybe you want MORE than just the scrap metal in this ship?”  
 
      
 
    Diane started drawing little paw finger circles in the air, “Oh yes, it would be Sooo much more amusing to just turn you all into our personal meat puppet thralls, and melt down the whole ship, just out of sheer petulance. Being a Goddess is such hard work you know!” she giggled. 
 
      
 
    Kyp, Fang and Mal looked even more nervous, exchanging uncomfortable glances now.  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled, hoping to put them back at ease, “Please pardon my sister's droll humor. Though there is some truth to what she jokes about. We would have already done all those things by now. if we wished.” Circe grimaced at the memory and took a harder tack, “I don't put up with fools gladly however.  
 
      
 
    The President of North Am tried to double cross me and had her secret service open fire on me.  
 
      
 
    I don’t know about you, but getting shot at really pisses me off. They shouldn't have done that.  Did I vaporize them all?  No, I let them live, --with a lasting impression though.  Now they can't do enough nice things for me and right now that is probably a good thing for us all.  
 
      
 
    The day before that meeting I was accosted by a street gang, I had to knock some sense into them but one of the group was a hardened killer and his motive was killing for pleasure.  
 
      
 
    I evaluated him as uncurable then I did vaporize him while I made the rest of his gang watch.   
 
      
 
    Now they are all a neighborhood watch group helping aging folks to cross the street and perform useful civic duties like carry groceries for folks.”  
 
      
 
    Fang shuddered and spoke up, “Oh, my...how distressing...most distressing indeed!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp looked defiant, “So who's to say you won't just waltz into our little star kingdom and take over there too? No one could stop you and you could take anything you want there. Are we to look forward to your friendly brand of tyrrany as well?!”  
 
      
 
    Diane looked a bit perplexed at that question and flicked an ear back and forth.  
 
      
 
    Circe tilted her head and reflected a second, “Good question, Captain.  
 
    My sister alone, could have single handedly done that already, with her bare hands. But she hasn't nor will either of us.  
 
      
 
    Right now, you can not know ahead of time if Sol-Terra will take over your system or not in the near or distant future.  
 
      
 
    I give you my word of honor that we will not. We will always respect your sovereignty. We will not try to buy you out with beads, trinkets or blankets. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps you worry that we may covet your mining operations.  
 
    I assure you we do not. We have our own mining and there is no mineral wealth you have that we can't get elsewhere in our own system or in the nearby interstellar space.  
 
      
 
    Indeed the Kin T’haar however do covet your system. Your problems will be with them. Not us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fang turned to Kyp, “Madam, I believe our noble guests have been more than honest with us. I think we should feel comfortable in forming some kind of alliance with the new leaders of Sol.  
 
      
 
    Being a dragon, I can sense any dishonesty immediately. And I do not see any at all here. Uhm, ah, most unusual in fact, folks do tell a few little lies here and there but that was not apparent this time!  
 
      
 
    They are indeed the most sincere folks I have ever met, oh that is except for one tiny detail.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh? Just how tiny, Fang?”, Kyp looked dubious.  
 
      
 
    “Well, forgive me, Majesty, but your aura is not that of a procyonid, but looks distinctly feline.”  
 
      
 
    Circe raised an eyebrow, “Very observant, Mr. Silverclaw! I will not try to deceive you on that subject.  
 
    I am a shape shifter.  
 
      
 
    My 'true' form must remain secreted to enable me to work effectively in the shadows as well. Then again if the connection were too well known, then everyone who knows that other person would have their life in constant jeopardy.  
 
      
 
    You know how that works already.  I entrust you with this in that I am confident that you won't talk. ”  
 
      
 
    “Ah! Uhm...yes, indeed so your Majesty! Your situation is understandable,” Fang nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Circe added, “Please don't call me or my sister, Majesty, kind sir. If you insist on addressing either of us formally, then just call my sister and I, Ma'am or Madam, please?  
 
      
 
    --Now, If you are assured that we mean you no harm, should we not try to strike an agreement to our mutual benefits?”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, so you wish to do something like one hand washes the other?” Kyp perked up, “What could we possibly do for you? It seems you have everything you need, and I can't imagine what you could use from us.”  
 
      
 
    “Let me explain at length. 
 
      
 
    We are building our own destroyers but it will still be several months till those get ironed out.” Circe elucidated.  
 
      
 
    “Right now, we need a squadron of destroyers, just to tide us over until we can finish up building our own of course.  
 
    But what is even more important is perhaps something intangible. We need to know we have you as friends and allies out there who will help watch our backs and in return we will watch yours. 
 
      
 
    We will also share our new exotic technologies with you.  We will not only repair your ship but improve it as well. If you loan us some destroyers we will improve them too,” Circe chirped, squaring off her eyes and narrowing them appreciably.  
 
      
 
    “You can provide decent fighter escorts for our destroyers?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes! We have the best fighter squadron in this sector. We have propulsion technology that is centuries ahead of anything around. You probably noticed Diane's approach earlier.”  
 
      
 
    “Mmm. Yes, it was most impressive,” Fang spoke up.  
 
      
 
    “I see you are from Gleise 667Cc that is 22 light years from here. How long will it take you to return home?”  
 
      
 
    “Uhm, ah, about 8 months give or take a couple weeks, your , --Ah, Ma'am?”  
 
      
 
    “How would you like to make that jump in forty five seconds?”  
 
      
 
    There was Dead silence as the crew of Dragon Lady gaped.  
 
      
 
    “I thought so.” Circe chirped while Diane smiled.  
 
      
 
    “And with our sub space radio tech, you can phone home just as quickly!”  
 
      
 
    “Oh my, uhm...yes...That would be satisfactory...Most Satisfactory!” Fang stumbled over the words.  
 
      
 
    “No, it would not!” Kyp exclaimed, “I am still Captain of this boat and as duchess of my star federation, I will not go in for this!”  
 
      
 
    “But why not, Captain? They do not lie to us!” Fang replied.  
 
      
 
    “Simple. A human long before my age once said: 'Typically, in order for any oligarchy effectively to rise and rule, it needs some *extreme peril*, something to cure, some desperate need that the rulers promise to fulfill.  
 
      
 
    Is this not 'the ideal opportunity for enslavement?' and 'If tyranny and oppression come to us it will be in the form of fighting a foreign enemy!' 
 
      
 
    Then there is ‘The most pernicious form of tyranny disguises itself as a benefactor to its victims!'”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, Fang, they simply believe their own lies! You said they were powerful psi-talents! How do you know they are not clouding our own minds?” Kyp was adamant.  
 
      
 
    Diane shrugged.  
 
      
 
    Circe coughed, “Very well then, Captain. But as fellow spacers we can not allow you to drift out here helplessly.  
 
      
 
    As a show of honor and good faith, let us take you in tow to our repair facility.  
 
      
 
    Once there we will repair your ship's engines as promised. Improved propulsion will be installed if you wish and you may still take our radio and NITE technology with you.  
 
      
 
    Then you can go on your merry way. No strings attached.  
 
      
 
    If you are ever in dire need though, call us. We will come. Fair enough?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp glared, “No! I will not make use of your assistance or your...technology! We will make our repairs here and be leaving this system soon enough. We have taken care of this kind of problem before.”  
 
      
 
    Fang was looking very perplexed, torn between his fascination for new knowledge dangled under his nose like a big carrot and the loyalty to Kyp, his travelling companion.  
 
      
 
    Mal's com unit chirped and he was listening for a minute during this discussion then he tapped Kyp on the shoulder and leaning in whispered something in her ear.  
 
      
 
    Kyp flashed an expression of angry surprise and nodded a response to Mal, then quickly became sullen.  
 
      
 
    “Well...SHIT!” she spat. 
 
      
 
    Diane and Circe, just sat and let their ears droop, looking resigned.  
 
      
 
    Circe guessed what the first officer was telling Kyp and broke the lull in the stalled talks, “My offer still stands, if and when you may choose to have a change of heart, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp flattened her ears and looked even more sullen, “I must concede. My first officer tells me that our situation is indeed much more dire than first expected.  I apologize for my rash outburst. I accept your generous offer in order to protect my ship and crew from certain jeopardy.”  
 
      
 
    Circe looked relieved, “Apology accepted, Captain!  
 
      
 
    If I may direct my drivers to your towing points we can get you to a safe ship yard.  
 
      
 
    I hope you'll accept our hospitality as well. You are our first interstellar visitor and a welcome surprise, considering who we were expecting!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp nodded, resigned, “Thank you....Ma'am...”  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled, “Just call me Circe. I chafe under formal titles anyway. I look forward to working with you and I do think you'll like what we can do for your boat, Dragon Lady.”  
 
      
 
    Circe tapped her communicator and spoke, “Tom, I need some towing equipment out here to pull in this corvette. Maybe three mules?”  
 
      
 
    Radio response came back, “You got it. I'll call that in right away!”  
 
      
 
    “A few more boats will be pulling up shortly to tow you in to the repair facility.” Circe chirred.  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Mal nodded in acknowledgement.  
 
      
 
    Circe ventured a soft mind touch with Fang, [Honorable Sir, Could you please talk with Captain Epsilon so to smooth over her ruffled fur? I really would like to know that we have a friend and ally in your star system. ]   
 
      
 
    [Most assuredly, ah, Madam. Thank you for your patience!  
 
      
 
    Her Grace is a hardened warrior and a brilliant tactician.  I would sail into any battle with her in command without hesitation!  
 
      
 
    It's just that right now she feels beaten by circumstances. She does not like to feel threatened or to lose! I think that in time she will calm down and learn to trust you, Sol types, enough to form a strong alliance, but she has always held authoritative types in disdain. So, we shall, uhm, ah, proceed in small steps, if we may? ]  
 
      
 
    [Yes, thank you, kind Honorable Sir! I hope we may both benefit from the experience! ] was Circe's mental reply.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton had his attention drawn to his earpiece again, “Captain, three bogies, fast movers, incoming.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Number One,” Kyp chirred in response 
 
      
 
    “Ah, good. Just Little Friends, Captain. Our towing tractors have arrived, perhaps you might like to watch from the bridge?” Circe suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, why yes! That would be most fascinating!” Fang chimed in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sure. Let's go”, Kyp shrugged and led the way out into the corredor and they all padded back up to the bridge.  
 
      
 
    As they all looked out the forward windows it seemed that a small constellation of stars had broken away from their fixed brethren. These were coming in very fast.  
 
      
 
    And in an instant their presence grew to full size in front of Dragon Lady as they flashed into a perfectly matched vector at a comfortable stand off distance from 'Lady's nose.  
 
      
 
    Not only were there the three expected Mules but each one was escorted by three wicked looking fighters.  
 
      
 
    Kyp, Mal and Fang all gasped in unison. The Kyp turned to the two dark suited visitors. 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit! You scared the shit outta all of us! Was this really necessary?!!” Kyp snarled.  
 
      
 
    Circe, shrugged, “I am in the same ship as you, Captain. If they were to collide with us, my sister and I would have been involved in the mess too.”  
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton spoke up, “I am only painting three radar returns. The other nine are not showing up at all!”  
 
      
 
    “Those are the Scorpion class fighters, Mr. Easton. They are equipped with stealth, ECM and EM cloaking capability,” Diane explained.  
 
      
 
    “Would you all care to have a closer look at one?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes Ma'am, very much so!” Mal blurted out.  
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    Return of the Red Devil 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six: The Tow Truck Arrives: 
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    Aboard The Dragon Lady:  
 
    “Certainly,” Diane flicked her comlink on, “Blue Leader, front and center please?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, Commander,” came the radio reply.  
 
      
 
    One of the fighters moved slowly out of formation and advanced towards the nose of Dragon Lady and stopped.  
 
      
 
    “Can you do a nice ninety degree pitch down and slow pirouette for us?”  
 
      
 
    “Coming right up, ma'am!”  
 
      
 
    Fang, Kyp and Mal gaped at the spectacle in dead silence, fur standing on end.  
 
      
 
    The thing was all harsh angular lines with stubby wings. The fuselage bulged in a few spots, most likely to contain internal stores. Most of the outer surface was a nightmare of weaponry, bristling with launch rails, loaded external weapons racks and any left over space facing forward was taken up with short tubes that could only be large caliber gun mounts. It stood on its nose for them and then slow rolled so they could see it from all sides. Then it slowly returned to its proper place in the formation. 
 
      
 
    Fang broke the silence first, “Oh my, oh my...that's one very formidable machine, Madam! Yet it looks familiar somehow...can't quite place it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you read something in the old Zarinthian chronicles, Mr. Silverclaw?” Circe baited him.  
 
      
 
    “Oh! Yes, but my, my...that's...impossible! Those texts date back to over five million years before the Great Obliteration! Our ancestors were just tree dwellers then...” 
 
      
 
    Circe added, “We 'found' some detailed information on them and added on a few improvements.” 
 
      
 
    Fang was getting all agitated now, “But a lot of the Zarinthian knowledge is too dangerous to be released into this current state of the time line!! It could be disastrous!”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr, Silverclaw. Your dragon klans have been keeping it out of circulation and the Zarinthians have entrusted me with it.  I will be keeping it under tight control for a while but some of it we will be needing for the present.” 
 
      
 
    “But! But! It's way..too...”  
 
      
 
    “--Too dangerous? Perhaps most people would not be able to wield it without destroying themselves.  My sister and I don't have that problem.”  
 
      
 
    “But how? How do you control it?”  
 
      
 
    “We have our ways,” Circe smirked, “Besides, we are going to need everything we can muster going for us when the invasion starts.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, Miss Smith,” Kyp began again with a visibly hostile edge, “What if I refused your assistance? Would you have left us here?” 
 
      
 
    Circe narrowed her eyes again, “Things would have become a bit less pleasant. I would have had to immobilize you and your crew, haul your ship in anyway and repair it. Then launch you on your merry way. Once you were a safe distance away you would have been released from your immobility and be free to go. Fair enough?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp looked incredulous, “I don't believe you! You're bluffing!”  
 
      
 
    “Indeed, am I?” Circe replied with an icy chill in her voice and replaced the dark shades over her eyes.  
 
      
 
    Diane looked nervous after hearing the firm tone in Circe's voice and seeing her put her dark glasses back on.  
 
      
 
    Diane advanced a step and extended her arms, palms down, making slow patting motions, “Wait! Wait! Let's all just stay calm! Neither my sister or I are looking for trouble.  
 
      
 
    But, your Grace, we can use your help if you'll let us just explain what we have to offer. Fair enough?” 
 
      
 
    Kyp bristled at being addressed formally, but held her tongue. 
 
      
 
    “CC? Do all first contacts go like this?” Diane chirped in inquiry. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, dear sister, in fact, this bunch is positively flippant! Usually they try to gun you down in the first thirty seconds!  
 
      
 
    So far we're actually making very good progress!” Circe raised an eyebrow then sighed in frustration and turned her attention back to Kyp right in front of her.  
 
      
 
    Kyp sighed and looked every bit of her real age, “Actually, Madam, the ships I mentioned, do not belong to me. They are the property of His Majesty's Stellar Navy based in the New Kingdom of Ronkonkoma. I sometimes may be appointed to Captain a squadron of several destroyers, now and then, but they are not mine to loan --as you know, I am also currently in exile.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. I got the gist of that earlier. So you pissed off His Royal Graciousness did you?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. His Majesty was not amused over that thing about a little insurrection I led once.”  
 
      
 
    Circe nodded, “I see. So who should I talk to about these destroyers?”  
 
    “Well....you would probably have to talk to the Royal Secretary of Interstellar Defense. However...I do not think they will still want to loan you anything once they find out WHY you want those ships.” 
 
      
 
    The com link in Circe's ear comm buzzed, “Hey Skipper, Red One here. We're all hooked up to this yacht, ready to tow it to the dock?”  
 
      
 
    Circe tapped her com, “Excuse me, Captain.  Stand by Red One, while I pass the word to the Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that, Skipper.” 
 
      
 
    “Well Captain, we are ready to get under way to the repair dock, if that's all right with you?”  
 
      
 
    “So like, I could say 'no'?” Kyp sighed. “--Ok, fine. Ma'am. Lets be on our way.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    “Ok, Red One. Take us in to the main ship yard,” Circe replied to the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, Skipper, here we go” came the answer from Red One.  
 
      
 
    They all sulked in silence for a moment then Circe asked, “So then, from your neighborhood, who would be willing to sell, loan, lease me a few serviceable destroyers?”  
 
      
 
    Fang spoke up, “Well, ah, uhm...Hmm...Come to think of it there might be one way you could pick up some warships like that, but they may be very expensive.”  
 
      
 
    “Very expensive, as in how much, Mr. Silverclaw? Is there a hard currency among your systems?”  
 
      
 
    “Ah. Hmmm...I should think two or three pallets of gold bullion per ship would be a fair price,” Fang pondered out loud.  
 
      
 
    “Not too unreasonable,” Circe answered, “Half now and half on delivery?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah? You can lay hands on such a sum?”, Fang inquired, tilting his head quizzically.  
 
      
 
    “Certainly, yes.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, ah...steal it I suppose?”  
 
      
 
    “No, no need to. Remember, I can transmute whatever elements I need, gold is just one of them, as you know,” Circe mused, “Shall I make you some right now to help pay for fuel and repairs later on?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Mal listened to all this and fumed. 
 
      
 
    “If you have a few small ingots of any kind of cheap metal, that will work.” 
 
      
 
    Fang tapped his communicator, “Hello, repair parts?” Fang delivered a short description of what he needed in the local language, and closed connection.  
 
      
 
    A minute later a canine technician entered with a cart carrying a dozen copper ingots.  
 
      
 
    “Will this copper be satisfactory?”, Fang chirped quizzically.  
 
      
 
    Circe turned to Diane, “Of course, Diane could you take half?”  
 
      
 
    “I got it, CC!”  
 
      
 
    So the pair divided up the bars and laid them in even rows on the table. Then Circe and Diane raised both paw hands over the bars, palms down. Each one of their claw tips then flashed with a minute blue white star that each radiated several tendrils of light down that spread over the surfaces of the bars causing them to glow with their own bluish light. A moment later the tendrils vanished and blue glows subsided leaving a dozen perfectly formed gold ingots sized and stamped!  
 
      
 
    “There you are, Mr. Silverclaw, 100 percent pure, top to bottom, stem to stern. Check them out”, Circe beamed.  
 
      
 
    “I bet they are just gold plated!!” Kyp chimed in with a good dose of vitriol.  
 
      
 
    Circe angled her gaze at Kyp with defiance, calling the implied bluff with a smile, “Pick one or take them all. Test them for density and x-ray spectrography, whatever.”  
 
      
 
    “Take one, Snarf,” Kyp snipped back, “run a full lab analysis.” 
 
      
 
    The tech nodded and picked up one at random and padded back out of the room.  
 
      
 
    “Do you really think I would try to defraud you at this point, Captain?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. --I do not like you, nor do I trust you.” Kyp snapped back.  
 
      
 
    Fang's communicator buzzed and he spoke to it a moment.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, MY GOODNESS! This is most extraordinary indeed!” Fang exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    Diane tilted her head, “Problem there, Mr. Silverclaw?”  
 
      
 
    Fang blustered on, “The machinist's mate said that it was the purest gold he had ever seen and the sides were all polished to be optically flat to within a maximum error of plus or minus one fifth of a wavelength of light! Even underneath where it sat on the table! This cannot be possible! Total elemental transmutation, insitu!!”  
 
      
 
    Circe and Diane looked at each other in smug fashion and just nodded.  
 
      
 
    Diane smirked, “I bet you'd like to get out of your chair now, wouldn't you?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Mal noticed they were glued to their seats. They were angry but had calmed down a good bit.  
 
      
 
    Diane then opened her paw hand showing to everyone as empty. Instantly Mal's pistol was in it and she held muzzle up, “You can have this back when we're ready to leave,” and it vanished.  
 
      
 
    “Wait! So, where is it now, Witch?” Mal snarled.  
 
      
 
    “Awww, shush. Now Malcolm! That's no way to talk...It's in my hyperspace cache for now. You'll get it back later, I promise!  
 
      
 
    Oh, yeah, you got pretty eyes too!” Diane was having a little fun teasing Mal.  
 
      
 
    “I don't believe in caching to hyperspace! Its impossible! What did you really do with it?” Mr. Easton snapped back.  
 
      
 
    “Whether you believe in hyperspace caching or not does not make it impossible,” Diane quipped.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “It didn't go anyplace, It's right here. See?” The pistol rematerialized back in her open hand once again then flashed back out of existence.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, Malcolm, I'll leave it for you right on the table in front of you. You can pick it up after we leave.” 
 
      
 
    The pistol then reformed right back in the middle of the table as Diane said.  
 
      
 
    Mal made a quick reach for it suddenly but his hand passed right through it as if it were a holo-image.  
 
      
 
    “What sorcery is this??  
 
      
 
    Witch!!!” he growled.  
 
      
 
    “Oh--well, Malcolm. It's right on the table as you can see. But it's molecular structure is not in phase with our time-space. So you can see it, but not touch.  
 
      
 
    Not that you could even use it against either of us anyway, but someone else might get hurt.”  
 
      
 
    Circe looked on for a moment then paced back and forth a moment, in thought and then sat down at the table, “So, shall we all be serious now? It should be clear now we are not going too rob, harm or kill any of you. We would have done so already, quite easily. I don't suppose I need to warn you to not make any sudden moves.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, well..uhm..I am very sorry about the altercation my friends may have....” Fang started to explain.  
 
      
 
    “SHUT UP, FANG! You don't apologize for ME or the CREW!” Kyp spat out angrily.  
 
      
 
    “I'm terribly sorry, Madam--.” Fang wilted.  
 
      
 
    Kyp continued on icily, “So get on with it, Ms. Smith, you want something from us. Warships, but you don't want to feel like you're taking anything without my, or my crew's consent, Right?”  
 
      
 
    “Purchase, rent, borrow, yes. But just even more important, to have an alliance with your systems.” Circe replied.  
 
      
 
    Kyp tilted her head, “Well, come to think of it, you might not want to do business with the Royal Kingdom.”  
 
      
 
    “No?” Circe raised an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    “No. I am in exile and the Royal Gleise Star Kingdom IS still in a bit of a colonial expansion phase. You may find you have been annexed into their little kingdom, just for -your- own protection as it were. You know?”  
 
      
 
    Fang nodded in agreement, “Oh yes, yes. They have been known to do that in the past.”  
 
      
 
    “If lend lease is not possible then we would like to negotiate an alliance at least,” Circe continued thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “If you, Mr. Silverclaw, could send a message to his Majesty that we are the new Republic of Sol-Terra and wish to open full diplomatic relations with the Royal Kingdom.  
 
      
 
    We choose to remain a free sovereign federation but do not wish to become Loyal Subjects of the Crown nor will we ever do so,” Circe stated evenly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Madam. I'll take care of that as soon as our ship and communications are fully repaired. Oh, and another thing, these bugs, you called them?  Kin T'haar? ”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is what they call themselves.” Circe, quipped.  
 
      
 
    “Ah,I see, uhm --most disturbing. Ah, are they anything like Army Ants?”  
 
      
 
    Circe flicked an ear and shot a quick glance at Diane then answered, “Yes, they are genetically similar to Bullet Ants but utilize a lot of the tactics of Army Ants...Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear --I didn't recognize the name you mentioned but we did have a nasty brush with something like that a couple hundred years ago, I think?”  
 
      
 
    Now it was Circe and Diane's turn to be agast, “You WHAT?!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp's eyes took on a glaze and Mal's already grouchy expression became a hard chiseled grimace of unmitigated hate.  
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    Return of the Red Devil 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven: The Ambush: 
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    Circe could see Kyp’s agitation, “When I am not reading minds I am also an empath, Captain.  Let me help you with this.  
  
 
    I just need to touch your head, if I may.  It will be painless.” 
 
      
 
    Kyp drew back for a moment then relented, “As you wish.” 
 
      
 
    Circe applied one hand to Kyp’s temple and a soft soothing breeze flowed through Kyp’s mind with a slight feeling of euphoria. 
 
      
 
    “I know this past experience was extremely painful to relive.  We won’t do that. Just let yourself sleep for now.  You are in your safe place now.” Circe spoke softly. 
 
    
Circe looked at the rest of the group. “She’ll be fine.  I need complete silence from you all.  Do not interrupt and I will tell her story for you--” 
 
      
 
    While Kyp was asleep, Circe watched the memory play out like some kind of horrible nightmare and began relating what she saw to the rest of the group,  “Yes...it was a very long time ago.  
 
      
 
    The ants had begun harvesting colonists from one of the more distant systems.  
 
      
 
    So the king at the time sent in the Captain with full compliment of diplomatic ambassadors and wolverine space Marines for a modicum of security.  
 
      
 
    The meeting place was supposed to be in a space station they provided for that purpose. 
 
      
 
    Kyp advised his majesty that it smelled like a trap since it was NOT on any neutral turf.  
 
      
 
    When the diplomatic entourage arrived at their station, they were escorted through several corridors to the assembly room.  
 
      
 
    Kyp, Fang, Mal and their marines eyed them with suspicion.  
 
      
 
    They were much like ants but walked on their four rearmost legs, leaving the front two limbs free for handling items. They smelled bad, like a stale worm farm.  
 
      
 
    Entering the hall the diplomats were offered seats at the conference table.  
 
      
 
    The marines, Kyp and Mal stayed on their feet and sized up the situation.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Easton,” Kyp whispered in the old Jeck dialect, “This place is great for an ambush, did you happen to pack any grenades by chance?”  
 
      
 
    Mal responded in kind, “No Ma'am. But I did bring a whole satchel of Det-Packs. I was concerned about fragmentation in close quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Mr. Easton!” she whispered back in Jeck.  
 
      
 
    The marines were passed the word in this native tongue to stay sharp.  
 
      
 
    The Kinty looked quizzical and this indecipherable whispering but fell back into their over confident state.  
 
      
 
    The diplomats droned on with their blathering opening speeches and finally everything got down to business. 
 
      
 
    The ants promised they would leave everyone alone if Gliese would offer an annual tribute to be rendered to them.  
 
      
 
    This rankled with Kyp, to say the least. She would never concede to any tribute because she knew it never works in the long game, but held her tongue until she could find out what they really wanted!  
 
      
 
    “What will you accept?” the Royal diplomat of Gleise asked.  
 
      
 
    The head negotiator for the Kinty said, “Send us, in tonnage, colonists, for our use.”  
 
      
 
    “--And what use is that, your excellency?”  
 
      
 
    “For feed stock--.” came the answer.  
 
      
 
    Kyp went on alert instantly, she and her fellow soldiers felt the ripple of tell-tale motion in the air.  
 
      
 
    The diplomat group was oblivious to the airflow and just replied, “That item is not negotiable!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was then horde of the soldier ants flowed in through all the doors, confidently and unhurried. They knew they had the advantage over their quarry and were armed with stun staffs.  
 
      
 
    Kyp yelled in Jeck and raised her clenched fist, “Marines! To ME!”  
 
      
 
    The marines in keeping with their training, the fire team quickly encircled the small group and raised their weapons.  
 
      
 
    With one more fateful command Kyp cried, “Fix Bayonetes! Fire at will and clear a path!!”  
 
      
 
    The hapless diplomats at the table never had a chance. They were swarmed over and instantly disappeared in a mass of large ant bodies.  
 
      
 
    The Marines circled the remaining party and began to fight through the enemy, blasting a path back toward the exit with their pulse rifles.  
 
      
 
    Mal pulled out his 1911 and Kyp drew her 1873 revolver and began shooting them from the point, while the platoon of Marines that brought up the rear were burning them down in their tracks with their plasma guns as they slowly made progress to the exit of the assembly room.  
 
      
 
    Somehow they fought their way out into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Fang was tossing some dragon flash-stun grenades at them to help clear a path while Mal had his automatic blazing away, knocking them down as fast as he could reload.  
 
      
 
    In between times Mal was tossing Det-Packs out into the corridor space to blast more of the attackers out of the way.  
 
      
 
    Somehow Mal must have been able to radio the shuttle and warn them so they could start up the preflight sequence for an escape.  
 
      
 
    Back at the shuttle the airlock hatch was already under attack as well.  
 
      
 
    The Marine contingent stationed at the shuttle had already burned through several power packs by now, fending them off.  
 
      
 
    The envoy remnants were still half way to the shuttle when Mal and Kyp ran out of ammo. 
 
      
 
    Explosives were quickly depleted soon after.  
 
      
 
    Mal used his Kabar in one hand and Wakizashi in the other to tear through them.  
 
      
 
    Kyp drew out her katana and began slashing and parrying through them, the smell of burning gun powder smoke mixed with blown up, eviscerated insect bodies was horrific.  
 
      
 
    Mal must have lost his right eye about that time, but he was driven on by raw fury because he kept going in spite of it.  
 
      
 
    They agonizingly fought the rest of the way to the shuttle hatch with the marines bringing up the rear. They were slashing the enemy to pieces with their bayonets and using their rifle butts as bludgeons, but still they came.” 
 
      
 
    Circe paused a moment then began again.  
 
      
 
    “The marines guarding the shuttle hatch, had fallen back and parted for the oncoming party and managed hustle all those into the shuttle air lock but there wasn't enough room for the entire group.  
 
      
 
    The gunnery sergeant told everyone they'd hold them off till remaining party could clear out of the air lock so there would be room for them to get in and escape.  
 
      
 
    The remnants of the entourage hustled in to the relative safety of the airlock. The outer lock door closed, allowing the inner door to cycle open.  
 
      
 
    Every one inside hastily staggered out into the the shuttle.  
 
      
 
    Then Kyp closed the inner airlock door releasing the safety interlocks to cycle the outer door open and let the rest of the marines in.  
 
      
 
    The remainder of marines quickly fell back into the interior of the lock while fighting hand to hand with the crush of bugs pressing them back into the lock.  
 
      
 
    Finally they all got themselves inside the airlock and started the outer hatch closing.  
 
      
 
    The bugs must have been ready for that because some of them jammed the outer door open with a large piece of hydraulic equipment.  
 
      
 
    They figured the shuttle could not undock if the outer door wouldn't close and it would just be a matter of time until the remaining fireteam fell to their attacks.” 
 
      
 
     Circe was visibly staggered at the ferocity of the memory, 
 
    and continued again, “Kyp couldn't communicate with the gunnery sergeant with coms, the bugs must have been jamming the frequency at that time.  
 
      
 
    So she rapped on the inner hatch door to get the sergeant’s attention.  
 
      
 
    The marines were busying themselves attaching what looked like attaching satchel charges to the inside of the outer door while stabbing the bugs with their bayonets.  
 
      
 
    Bugs were still trying to force their way in.  
 
      
 
    The sargeant turned to the inner hatch window and used hand signals. He put his two clenched fists together and made a convulsive motion as if yanking them apart. 'Disconnect!', it ment.  
 
      
 
    “Then he made circling motion in the air with a single finger that led to a long sweeping motion in the direction of our waiting destroyers. 'Go to your assigned rendezvous!' he signaled.  
 
      
 
    Kyp shook her head, there must be another way.  
 
      
 
    Then he gave Kyp  drill sergeant glare like she was some new recruit that had just smarted off in his face and he repeated his hand signal with more urgency, 'Disconnect! Go to the rendezvous!!' 
 
      
 
    Then Kyp nodded and gave him the 'OK. Understood' signal.  
 
      
 
    His eyes were cold as he snapped her a regulation style salute.  Kyp knew she was looking into the eyes of a dead man.  
 
      
 
    She returned his salute and began giving orders for emergency separation while she broke open all the safety latches on the inner door to detonate the explosive bolts holding the airlock to the shuttle hull structure.  
 
      
 
    The bugs must not have known the shuttle could jettison the entire airlock as a unit in an emergency.  
 
      
 
    Kyp yelled to Mr. Easton, 'Number one! Ready on the thrusters for max performance. Translate on Z-axis for thirty meters out to clear the ship, then go to all ahead flank on my signal!’ 
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton gave her an “Aye, Aye Cap'n!” response.  
 
      
 
    Then Kyp gave the Gunnery sergeant the disconnect hand signal.  
 
      
 
    She waited till the marines had all thrown themselves to the airlock floor then pulled the final emergency release handle.  
 
      
 
    There was a deafening 'BANG' as the ship shuddered and parted from her airlock as she yelled to Number One, 'NOW! GO-GO-GO!!' and threw herself to the floor and bulkhead junction.  
 
      
 
    The crushing accelleration hit then as the vertical axis thrusters heaved the shuttle away from the station while leaving the lost airlock module behind. Then the main engines started their burn, slamming everyone all to the rear of the shuttle.”  
 
      
 
    --Circe shuddered at what was happening in this memory and paused again a bit longer. It was all too real.  
 
      
 
    “Somehow Kyp managed to scramble up to the bridge and get strapped into a seat between thruster burns.  Mr. Easton was jinking the shuttle around like crazy on the way out.” 
 
      
 
    She asked Mr. Easton, 'Can we raise the destroyers with tight laser com link, Mr, Easton?'  
 
      
 
    He said, “Yes Ma'am I already told them to alert the crews to battle stations, all weapons to be made ready, then to get under way as soon as we got locked into our shuttle racks!”  
 
      
 
    'Very good, Mister Easton!'  Kyp told him. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Easton just nodded to Kyp and kept on flying his crazy escape pattern on the way out to the waiting destroyers.  
 
      
 
    Kyp got a quick video link from one of the visual sensors facing the rear and I could see the station getting smaller then there was a huge flash where the airlock was still attached to the hull! The marines must have detonated their charges rather than be taken alive, just to be eaten later!  
 
      
 
    Kyp couldn't help but yell out, ‘The marines blew the airlock! The station is venting atmosphere now with lot of debris...and bodies...!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Damn those filthy bastards!’ was all Mr. Easton said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you have any further orders once this shuttle is docked, Captain?’ 
 
      
 
    Kyp was for a moment then responded, ‘Why Yes, Number One! I certainly do!’ 
 
      
 
    Amazingly enough the bugs had not fired on the shuttle yet. Perhaps they did not expect to run into any resistance.  
 
      
 
    We finally made it to our shuttle rack on board SD-2 and got under way on a vector outbound for about twenty minutes to look like we were high tailing it out of there.  
 
      
 
    Kyp notified the destroyer captains of what went on during the 'peace talks', about how they killed the diplomatic envoy and of all our Marines that died to enable the escape!  
 
      
 
    She asked them if they would like a chance to avenge those who fell at the hands of these bastards. 
 
      
 
    The radio calls started coming in.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sierra Delta-1, Crew reports at battle stations and ready for action!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sierra Delta-3, We're with you, Cap'n!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sierra Delta-4, Ready to roll, Ma'am!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sierra Delta-5, All stations reporting manned and ready. Just name those targets, Ma'am, and we'll make them go away.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sierra Delta-6, All stations report ready! Looks like we have some special deliveries to make!’ 
 
      
 
    So then Kyp made the call to charge, her voice descending into almost a growl, ‘Sail with me into this battle then, Lads! For tonight, WE--TAKE--NO--PRISONERS!!’  
 
      
 
    Then the new counter attack plans to the other five destroyers were sent out by laser comm.  
 
      
 
    The ships all split up and circled back towards the enemy ship formation while coming in from all different points of the compass.  
 
      
 
    Each destroyer captain made a carefully choreographed slashing attack pass through their formation, ripping through their ships, shooting them up and then running away to a great distance then to come back in for another pass from a completely unpredictable direction.  
 
      
 
    The bugs were still seeming to be in disarray because there was only got a small amount of return fire from a few point defenses that fell silent after the second pass.  
 
      
 
    Kyp added. ‘I suppose we must have taken out their power distribution busses.  
 
      
 
    Once we saw that they could not fire back we moved in close and opened up at point blank range with rail guns, chain guns, large caliber cannister shot, armor piercing, high explosives mixed in with thermite warheads.  
 
      
 
    The smaller enemy ships were ripped open stem to stern like bean pods.  
 
      
 
    We managed to destroy their space station, four cutters, six frigates and severely damaged five of their destroyers that we left still burning before departing.  
 
      
 
    On the final outbound leg we let loose with several salvos from our stern tubes and sowed our path of retreat with seeker mines before we ran for it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘As a follow up, we tracked down the location of one of their bivouac hive planets and directed a task force over there and burned the planet's surface to the ground.” as Circe finished her narrative. 
 
      
 
    Circe took a deep breath, visibly shaken, and looked at all the faces in the room while Kyp slept. 
 
      
 
    “You people are amazing. 
 
    Thank you all for your cooperation.” she added somberly. 
 
      
 
    Circe whispered to Kyp, “You will awaken and feel refreshed and relieved of the heavy burdon of this memory. You did everything possible to save as many as you could. Sometimes that the best you can get.” 
 
      
 
    Then Circe gently broke the connection letting Kyp sleep a few more seconds before snapping her fingers. 
 
      
 
    Kyp’s eyes blinked open, “Oh.  Did I fall asleep?”, looking dazed but not uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Just for a moment,” Circe answered, giving Kyp a pat on the shoulder.   
 
      
 
    Circe came to her full height and produced a photograph from one of her pockets, “Did the enemy look like this?” She held it up for Kyp, Mal and Fang to see.  
 
      
 
    “OH MY! Yes!” Fang nodded in the affirmative.  
 
      
 
    “That's them!” Kyp snarled.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ms. Smith, these are the same ones that tried to kill us!” Mal hissed back with an angry growl.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we have arrived at an agreement as to having a common enemy,” Circe remarked, “I don't understand why we haven't run into them earlier here in Sol-Terran space.”  
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    “Well, uhm...yes. Perhaps, Madam, they must have interrogated some of ours that were captured four hundred years ago and were under the impression that Sol was a dead system.  
 
      
 
    I must say it came as a complete surprise to us when we stumbled in here too, quite by accident!”  
 
      
 
    Fang mused, “The bugs seem to have been avoiding our star kingdom ever since.”  
 
      
 
    Circe pondered, “Interesting. --And disturbing that I was given the message that they were on their way to Sol. They must have sent some scouts through our neighborhood recently and picked up on new developments here.”  
 
      
 
    “So, you think they may be biding their time for a surprise attack on your systems later on, Captain?” Circe inquired.  
 
      
 
    They all nodded, “Just a matter of time as to when, Ma'am,” Fang answered for the group.  
 
      
 
    “Tell you what Captain, how would you like a chance to strike back at these bastards again?” Circe asked.  
 
      
 
    “A pre-emptive strike, perhaps?” Kyp perked up.  
 
      
 
    Circe, having removed her shades, leaned in and narrowed her eyes, “Almost. What I need is a commander of a squadron of ships that will be functioning as a wolf pack to go after these bugs and take them out with surprise attacks.  
 
      
 
    With your experience commanding a destroyer squadron, I could offer you a Rear Admiral's position with twelve of our new Aguila class, ship destroyers.  
 
      
 
    They are as nimble as the fighters but pack the firepower of the largest heavy cruiser. What do you say?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp sniffed, “You want me to command a bunch of MULEs? The space craft equivalent of a dump truck?”  
 
      
 
    Circe tilted her head and explained, “These will not be MULEs. The MULE is not a pretty ship, perhaps.   
 
      
 
    But there have been many craft that were ugly, but fearsome on the field of battle.  
 
      
 
    On old Earth there were warplanes that were not good looking at all, one was so ugly they nicknamed it 'The Warthog'. It was indeed hideous to look upon.   
 
      
 
    It didn't make a lot of noise in passage so its adversaries nicknamed it 'Whispering Death'.  
 
      
 
    It dispensed massive amounts of damage, but it was also able to absorb a tremendous amount of punishment and still bring the flight crews back home again. 
 
      
 
    I digress again though.  
 
      
 
    The Aguila class ship destroyer is much more. Like the Scorpion fighter, it is hideous, and it is extremely tough to knock out.  
 
      
 
    It has been finally married to a good powerplant.  
 
      
 
    It may have started out as a 'dump truck' but now it deals out massive destruction as a gun and missile platform.  
 
      
 
    It is a blend of older, proven technology as well as the new. It will strike terror into the hearts of your enemies!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp glanced over at Fang with a look, Is she trying to bullshit me?  
 
      
 
    Fang looked back pleadingly and nodded to her like: Please! Just go along with the offer?  
 
      
 
    Kyp looked thoughtful now, “I do like the striking terror part. 
 
      
 
    Hmmm! Well, perhaps I *could* look one over more closely before I make up my mind.  
 
      
 
    It has the firepower of a heavy cruiser, you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes indeed it does, and thank you, Captain!  
 
    I'll see to it you get the cook's tour as soon as we land at the ship yard!  
 
      
 
      
 
    While we are waiting perhaps you'd like to have a look inside the Fer-de-Lance, Diane has her docked with you right now,” Circe smiled and gestured to the airlock.  
 
      
 
    They all climbed through the airlock into the Super MULE. 
 
      
 
    Diane started up, “Welcome aboard Fer-de-Lance. She isn't very pretty, but she is all business!”  
 
      
 
    Circe hung back a moment and stubbed one of her fingers into two small sprigs of fur that Kyp and Mal had shed during the more intense moments.  
 
      
 
    Hmm! Very interesting..! she thought to herself and quickly analyzed their genomes before catching up with the others going through the airlock.  
 
      
 
    She quickly palmed the sample to Diane and flashed her a mental message as to their purpose.  
 
      
 
    Diane acted as nothing happened and then gleefully showed Fang, Kyp and Mal the different weapons and fire control systems in Fer-de-Lance.  
 
      
 
    “This is Cindy. She sometimes flies with me as pilot in case I need to be delivered somewhere.”  
 
      
 
    Cindy smiled and fluffed her bushy squirrel tail in greeting while shaking all the visitor's hands and making polite noises. 
 
      
 
    “This panel is fire control for the four, chin mounted, 20 mm cannons, each with two thousand rounds of ammunition.  
 
      
 
    Then there are the upper and lower 40 mm autocannons in flexible turrets.  
 
      
 
    Cheek blisters for 288 mm rail guns for shredding armor, coaxially mounted with 155mm neutron cannons, just a larger version of our own side arms.  
 
      
 
    The entire after section is made up of missile pods, six 535mm torpedo tubes, dispensers for seeker mines, carousel bomb racks, thermal flares and ECM pods.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp was transfixed by it all, soaking it up like a sponge, “Interesting! Are there point defenses too?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ma'am. We have several turrets with 500 megawatt pulsed lasers and 30mm gatling guns with 5000 rounds each.”  
 
      
 
    Mal was even impressed although trying to look non-plussed, “And where is the propulsion system? All I see is tons of weapons, but what makes this boat go?”  
 
      
 
    Diane flipped open an access panel in the floor exposing a device the size of a steamer trunk.  
 
    “Welcome to the Engine room. There you are.  
 
      
 
    We also retain full use of all the legacy thrusters as well.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp was fascinated, “Really! Where is the fusion reactor to feed this?”  
 
      
 
    “You're looking at it. It's integrated into the package.  
 
      
 
    This is the Null Inertia Transport Engine with integrated anti-matter fusion reactor. We just call it NITE," Diane beamed.  
 
      
 
    “Circe did all the hard work of transcribing the old plans and actually coming up with an implementation program. Since they are so small this boat has three more as backups or for short bursts of speed.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp, Mal and Fang all traded a few double-takes.  
 
      
 
    Fang chirped, “This is most amazing! Most amazing indeed!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp followed in surprise, “I thought you said you didn't have any destroyers built yet?”  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled, “We don't. This is one of the 'Reconverted Garbage Trucks' we spoke of earlier! This is nothing compared to what the Aguila class boats can handle. We also have several other of these Super MULEs in Q-ship configuration and even a luxury liner that also doubles as a ship killer.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp quelled her blatant astonishment and tried to look unimpressed again but it was only a thin disguise, the intrigue of the staggering technology was taking its toll.  
 
      
 
    “And you want me to command a wolf pack of twelve of these boats?” Kyp was starting to cave in.  
 
      
 
    Circe nodded, “Until we can get the Aguila class built.  
 
      
 
    It would be an honor, Captain!  
 
      
 
    I'll even throw in twenty four fighters as escorts and for what ever nasty surprises you'd like to use them for.”  
 
      
 
    Diane grinned.  
 
      
 
    “Soooo....what's the catch?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just one, Captain. It requires special knowledge to pilot one of these. So if you allow Diane to imprint you with that information, Mr. Easton and Fang too, just in case either of them ever needs to do any piloting. Who ever else you choose to have as crew.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp blanched, “Erg, I hate telepathic stuff!”  
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm sorry about that but its the only wait you can get years of experience in less than two minutes. It's very quick, only about ninety seconds and maybe some slight dizzyness afterwards. It does cover about 5,000 hours of flying experience though.” Circe added.  
 
      
 
    “Hmmmmm..”, Kyp mulled that over, “I will still like to see your ship yard first and then decide...”  
 
      
 
    “Fair enough then!” Circe smiled and shot Diane a glance while yoyo-ing her eyebrows, wherein Diane had to quickly stifle a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, but I still don't like any of you very much!” Kyp shot back with half a smirk.  
 
      
 
    The Super MULEs formation with Dragon Lady in tow, pulled into a parking orbit around asteriod 279 Thule.  
 
      
 
    Kyp was looking out the window and seeing just a plain asteriod, commented, “Ok, Ms. Smith, where's the big shipyard and repair facility?”  
 
      
 
    “They are there. They see us, Captain but they will not respond in any way until they get the right passcodes. Just watch a moment,” Circe smiled and keyed her com unit.  
 
      
 
    “Thule Approach, this is Pine Tree Leader authenticating with Zeta, Omicron, Sigma, Niner, Seven Two, For a landing.  
 
      
 
    We will be needing repairs.  
 
      
 
    Have you got a repair bay free at the moment?”  
 
      
 
    The radio crackled to life, “Pine Tree Leader, Thule Approach. We copy and authenticate.  
 
      
 
    We just happen to have a slot open for you, Ma'am! No waiting!  
 
      
 
    You are cleared to land on pad six. Thank you, Ma'am and have a nice day!”  
 
      
 
    A circular pattern of strobe lights appeared on the surface of the asteriod. 
 
      
 
    “Roger, Thule Approach and thank you! We have visual.” 
 
      
 
    Tiggy conned them in and hovered over the landing circle for a minute in the asteriod's micro gravity.  
 
      
 
    The entire area under the landing spot subsided about six feet and breaking into sections, slid open like a huge hanger door revealing large adjustable docking cradle apparently designed to accommodate ships that had been severely damaged.  
 
      
 
    The large mass of articulated girders reached up out of the pit and gently formed itself around the Dragon Lady so she was firmly secured in its grasp.  
 
      
 
    Tiggy then disconnected from Dragon Lady and retreated off a short distance to a holding pattern. 
 
      
 
    The group then made their way out of the Fer-de-Lance and into Dragon Lady. 
 
      
 
    Diane and Circe then radioed their respective flight crews to disconnect their airlocks from Dragon Lady and they drifted over to the holding area where Tiggy was stationed.  
 
      
 
    The entire gantry and cradle carrying Dragon Lady descended into the body of the asteroid and the hatch/ceiling closed over it.  
 
      
 
    From the point of view at the artificial surface there was no trace anymore that Dragon Lady had ever been there.  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Mal looked up from inside Dragon Lady as the shipyard hanger gantry complex lowered them to the floor.  
 
      
 
    Kyp tried to look stoic but it was clear she was impressed, “This is a pretty slick little operation you have here, Ms. Smith.  
 
      
 
    What would have happened if there were suspicious craft nosing around?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Captain. If playing dead doesn't work then there is Plan 'B'. We grab them out of the sky and abduct them for a good talking to.”  
 
      
 
    “And if they were hostile?”  
 
      
 
    “We use Plan 'C'. We give them a good smack with a rolled up newspaper.   
 
      
 
    This station is also a fairly well equipped fortress. Thule can vaporize a sizable task force and keeps a complement of fighters and soon to be, ship destroyers in ready launching bays at all times.“  
 
      
 
    “I see.”  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled then and offered, “Well Captain. Welcome to 279 Thule. This is one of our little 'Bolt Hole' pirate hideouts, if you will.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the concourse mates with your outer hatch we can see about you and your crew coming on board to enjoy some of our facilities.  
 
      
 
    We have an excellent galley and crew quarters for 'stay overs' until your ship is fully repaired.  
 
      
 
    Please feel free to enjoy our hospitality and we can catch up on some back history.  
 
      
 
    When you are rested we can let you have the cooks tour of the facility!”  
 
      
 
    Mal, who still was not sure about all these goings on. “I knew you were all a bunch of pirates!” he hissed.  
 
      
 
    Di just winked back at him.  
 
    The blonde cheetah-tigress-lapine smirked and corrected Mal, “Privateers. Terra issued us a license to be pirates.”  
 
      
 
    Mal fumed.  
 
      
 
    “Ms. Smith...might I ask a question?” Fang chirped.  
 
      
 
    “Why yes, Mr. Silverclaw.”  
 
      
 
    “Your creators, the ancient, Galactic ones?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes?”  
 
      
 
    “Did what do they have for you, position wise?”  
 
      
 
    “Position wise?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, what is your designated title, from their point of view? What do they call you and your sister?”  
 
      
 
    “They call us, The Sentinals and Watchers, the System Guardians were ancient ancestors.” Circe responded, matter of factly. 
 
      
 
    Fang was visibly staggered and pulled Kyp aside, “If I may confer with my Captain and the First Officer a moment?”  
 
      
 
    Circe chirped back, “Certainly!”  
 
      
 
    Fang huddled together with Kyp and Mal.  
 
      
 
    Fang whispered, “Madam, Mr. Easton, they are much more powerful than I ever first imagined!”  
 
      
 
    “But you did say they were powerful, and they do seem to be pretty good with the parlor tricks. So?”  
 
      
 
    “By the whiskers of Garthantia!  
 
      
 
    They are no less than the legendary System Guardians!  
 
      
 
    They can pluck the core from a super giant star much like one of us would cut the pit from a peach!”  
 
      
 
    “Mmmhmm, so that would mean..?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ma'am. The remaining matter would collapse on itself and the star implodes, it would become a supernova!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp and Mal flinched.  
 
      
 
    The captain narrowed her eyes, “They can do that? I mean, are there historical records that document them ever having to do that?”  
 
      
 
    Fang rolled his eyes to the ceiling for a moment as if trying to remember something then stammered out the answer,  
 
    “The Zarintian writings mention one occurrence of a terrible parasite that had to eradicated inside an infected system.  
 
      
 
    The System Guardians blew up the central star, any planetary bodies that survived the explosion were tracked down and each one had its own core ripped from it.  
 
      
 
    The smaller bodies momentarily became molten lava from that action. All life in the system was extinguished!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp spoke up, “Thank you, Fang. --I have indeed woefully underestimated them. I will comply with whatever demands or suggestions they make and not be so disruptive. Number one, do you agree?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes indeed, Captain. We should at the least play for time!”  
 
      
 
    “Should we confront them with what we know then, Fang?”  
 
      
 
    “I see no reason not to, Madam. They have been forthcoming in trusting us with part of their operations, and have not told us any falsehoods as yet. We could see how they react.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp growled back in a whisper, “I despise them! They are tyrants!”  
 
      
 
    Fang shrugged, “Perhaps so, let it be noted that though they used to rule with an iron fist but in a velvet glove. They were loved and respected by their subjects.  
 
      
 
    It may be better at this point to follow their lead than to be most certainly exterminated by our former enemies, the bugs!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp scowled and whispered, “Very well then it is a Hobson's choice.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp straightened up and cleared her throat, “If the Watchers will allow another question?”  
 
      
 
    Circe smiled and nodded, “Why of course, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Silverclaw, my historical advisor, tells me that you are in reality, beings mentioned in the Zarinthian texts as 'System Guardians' is this possible?”  
 
    Circe tilted her head an traded an uncomfortable glance with Diane and replied, “Our predecessors were called that ages ago. You are aware of what actions took place back then...?”  
 
      
 
    Kyp nodded, “Yes, we are. They caused a nova of the central star of the system that housed their enemy.”  
 
      
 
    Circe's mood darkened, her ears flattened and her face clouded with a troubled look, “My sister and I hope to avoid a conflagration of that scale again if it is at all possible.  
 
      
 
    What happened then was used as a last resort. That option I hope I never have to avail ourselves of because it is all too possible that innocent lives will be snuffed out along with the undesirable elements.” 
 
      
 
    “It also takes a good deal of prepreparation to set up something on that scale,”  she added. 
 
      
 
    Kyp glanced over at Fang with a look, Is she telling the truth? Fang nodded back. 
 
      
 
    Then Kyp, Mal and Fang stared back at Circe and Diane for a long moment before Kyp broke the silence, “Back to the subject of the wolf pack fleet, may I make a suggestion to you both?”  
 
      
 
    Circe raised an eyebrow not knowing what to expect, “Certainly, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    Kyp continued, “I think you have had the makings of your destroyer fleet at hand all this time. You only need to bolt the proper parts together in the right order. May I have a three dimensional view display of an Aguila on the screen?”  
 
      
 
    Diane tapped out the proper keys on a nearby panel and the figures came up in 3D. 
 
      
 
    Kyp pointed to key parts of the diagram, “Take your regular super class MULE and add length to its spine to bring it up to 350 to 400 feet in length, then add armament modules, of your choice here, here and here”, she pointed to the display.   
 
      
 
    Add armor at these points over here and here. This will give you further backward compatibility with all the MULE utility modules but with even more capacity for expansion later.” 
 
      
 
    Circe and Diane stared back dumbfounded.  
 
      
 
    Diane blurted out, “Brilliant! Why didn't we see that before?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes! Of course! I'll call Orson right away on this!” Circe exclaimed and made enthusiastic trilling noises.  
 
      
 
    “Make those modifications, train us as you see fit. Let us run through some shakedowns with the new boats and I will accept the commission as Captain of your Wolfpack squadron for you, My Ladies.” Kyp stated evenly with a steely gaze.  
 
      
 
    Circe breathed a sigh of relief, “Thank you Captain! You may have just helped save us all!”  
 
      
 
    Diane's ears perked up and she offered, “Would it be too brazen, that we drink a toast to this agreement as a reunification of Past and Present Terra?”  
 
      
 
    “It's no secret that I have an axe to grind with the damned Kinty and an old score to settle. I'll drink to that!” Kyp replied firmly.  
 
      
 
    “As will I!” Fang spoke up,  
 
      
 
    “Aye! I will drink to that with my Captain as well!” Mal added.  
 
      
 
    Some glasses were produced and filled with spirits.  
 
      
 
    They all raised their glasses and Circe delivered the toast,  
 
    “To the new Terran Federation Alliance and Protectorate!”  
 
      
 
    Kyp added to the toast, “--and death to the advancing stinking bugs! May the mange rot their chitinous hides!”  
 
      
 
    “To the mange as well!” they all chimed in together and drank on that cue.  
 
      
 
    After they all set down their glasses Kyp stepped over to Circe and Diane, “A word with you both, if I may?”  
 
      
 
    Circe replied, “Oh! Of course. If the rest of you will excuse us a moment?”  
 
      
 
    The rest of the group nodded and wandered off to their compartments.  
 
      
 
    When the room cleared, Kyp began to speak again in hushed tone, “I don't understand you. You are System Guardians!” she spat like it was vitriol. 
 
      
 
    “You are known to be tyrants! You have total power over simple folk such as my crew and I! Why do you do go to all the trouble of convincing us to work  
 
      
 
      
 
    with you when you can simply force us to do so!? I suppose you could even make us be happy in our labors to further your agenda! Why do this?”  
 
      
 
    I got this Sis! Diane lowered her ears then glanced at her sister.  
 
      
 
    Diane took a breath, “We could do that, but my sister and I don't work that way. We believe in giving people a chance to work with us first.  
 
      
 
    It is because of who you are and where you come from.  
 
      
 
    We have no one here with any real battle experience, and we need an experienced captain, especially one that has engaged this enemy before.  
 
      
 
    If we made you one of our minions it would destroy your autonomy. In the middle of a firefight there is no time to call home and ask what to do, every time a new situation presents itself.  
 
      
 
    If you choose to help us, that is a whole different matter.  
 
      
 
    After we repair your ship you are free to go but we hope you will stay. We do desperately need someone of your caliber  
 
      
 
    –Please. Will you teach us, stay and fight with us?” 
 
      
 
    With that Diane slowly went down to one knee before the demure red panda hybrid. She extended her hands each palm upwards and a magnificent long sword appeared in her open palms. Circe followed in kind as well.  
 
      
 
    Kyp was totally astounded by this display at having this much raw power begging for her hand to command their ships!  
 
      
 
    She hesitated almost a full minute then blinked and fluffed her tail, apparently deeply moved, but then she quickly covered the show of emotion, “Make no mistake, my Ladies, my crew and I will give this our best shot.  
 
      
 
    But I don't do this for you or my own ends.  
 
      
 
    I have only seen a little of what's been done here over the centuries while I've been gone.  
 
      
 
    What I do is for New Terra.  
 
      
 
    I don't have to like you or be your friend in order to work with you effectively though.  
 
      
 
    Oh, and I do wish sincerely thank you again for rescuing my crew and I.  
 
    So, I guess I do owe you one on that point.”  
 
      
 
    Circe and Diane smiled and nodded in understanding, rising slowly to their feet again.  
 
      
 
    “Just one other request?” Kyp asked.  
 
      
 
    “Name it.” Circe replied.  
 
      
 
    “When the Dragon Lady is repaired I'd like to go round up my old friends and destroyer captains--”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it shall be so.” Circe answered, “If I may make an observation?”  
 
      
 
    “If it is in my power.”  
 
      
 
    “Having read you, I know what you went through to get to this system, I have seen through your eyes how you and your crew work under extreme pressure.  
 
      
 
    Some would have chosen to give up hoping for a shred of mercy from your pursuer.”  
 
      
 
    The answer came, “Yes. I knew that man well, what he was capable of. I played a hunch to choose an uncertain, possibly disastrous end, over what I knew was certain death for us all.”  
 
      
 
    “Might you indulge my curiosity at bit more, Captain?”  
 
      
 
    “I suppose so.”  
 
      
 
    “You incinerated a hive world run by the Kinty. I'm pretty sure you didn't have that technology at the time, so how did you pull it off?”, Circe asked.  
 
      
 
    “Well, Ms. Smith, I had a situation where dragons owed me a favor, I took them up on it. They traded some of their tech for me to use to pull it off, since they also had a vested interest in being rid of those pests.”  
 
      
 
    “Fascinating!” Diane exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    Circe nodded, “But what I really wanted to know is: could you teach my pilots to fly like you do?  
 
      
 
    Your tactics would be invaluable! I'd be very appreciative!”  
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to!” Kyp smiled softly.  
 
      
 
    “I bid you then, a good night my Ladies,” and the good Captain, with a slight bow of her head, turned on her heel and padded out the door.  
 
      
 
    “Good evening to you as well, Captain,” Diane chirped.  
 
      
 
    They watched her leave.  
 
      
 
    Diane blinked, “Wow. I guess she sure told us a thing or two!”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she's a tough one to crack” Circe acknowledged.  
 
      
 
    “She has a lot of guts though--”  
 
      
 
    “True, dear clone sister. She will always be a challenge to work with, I think. But she has hard battlefield experience and is a natural born leader. She is also a natural born killer.” 
 
      
 
    “But...didn't you just waste some street gang guy for that?”  
 
      
 
    Circe winced, “Yes, I did, Circe paused, “Kyp is unusual. She does not kill unless she has to, but when she does, it is without remorse or hesitation, importantly, she takes no pleasure in it.  
 
      
 
    Unlike our street thug, the late, 'Stump Knocker', who was into it just for the sheer pleasure of killing,” Circe shuddered and grimaced for several seconds at that earlier memory.  
 
      
 
    Diane showed a grim smile and gave Circe a pat on the shoulder. “Sorry, Sis. I know you were only following the code. It can be a dark business at times. But look! You gave me a new life, didn't you?”  
 
      
 
    Circe just nodded and patted Diane on the paw-hand then smiled back.  
 
      
 
    “But hey, no wonder you went out on a limb to sign her up! ”  
 
      
 
    “That's for sure, Di. We need her for all the reasons that make her a good ship's captain and squadron leader.”  
 
      
 
    Circe reflected a moment, “One other thing little I found out from her initial mental scan,” Circe was smirking a bit now.  
 
      
 
    “Oh? What's that?”  
 
      
 
    “She is not just an exile, she is a fugitive. The Assassins Guild will stop at nothing to kill her.  
 
      
 
    She is on the run. It benefits her to work with us, we are better equipped to provide protection and weapons, but that is not the most important part....”  
 
      
 
    “It's not?”  
 
      
 
    “It gets better, Did you examine that little fur sample I gave you?”  
 
      
 
    “Ah, no,” Diane then stared at it carefully a moment, “Holy crap!”  
 
      
 
    “This genome has Mutial Genetics Corporation all over it!” Diane stammered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! All her crew are of the Epsilon, Super Soldiers genome. Most of them are of the Epsilon Sigma series, but she is an Epsilon Omicron 17 series. One in a million. A born commander!”  
 
      
 
    Circe shook her head, “Not only that, but the Kinti have a paralyzing fear of her now, that is legendary. The bugs even came up with a nickname for her after she blew up one of their secondary hive planets. They named her, The Red Furred Devil!”  
 
      
 
    Diane just gave a low whistle and rotated her lapine ears back at that revelation, “She’s kind of a scary lady, isn’t she.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is” 
 
      
 
    Circe gave Diane a pat, “Lets go get those new plans down to the ship yard. We're going to have a battle fleet to build!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    :To be  Continued 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that is part of another story! 
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