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   The first part of this book is a collection of stories that did not directly fit into the Forest Tales sequence of books, although they all feature one or more characters encountered in that series.  The events in “Savannah’s Journey” precede those in “More Terrible Than Chains”, while the “Tales From The Pegasus” take place afterwards.
 
   The second part consists of the “factual” articles relating to the people and worlds of the Chakat Universe. While a large part of that was written by me, several significant contributions were made by fans of the Chakat Universe, all of whom help make it a bigger and better place, and I gratefully acknowledge their input, especially the following:
 
   Chakamils – John Plunkett
 
   Lonely Stellar Guide to Chakona – Terry Knight
 
   Chakker – Honeymane
 
   An Introduction to the PTV – McClaw
 
   Because this book contains stories about adults in adult situations, please be advised that there is occasionally some mature material.  Also, please note that many characters are hermaphrodites, and special herm pronouns are used – ‘shi’ instead of she or he, and ‘hir’ instead of her or his.
 
    
 
   Bernard “Goldfur” Doove
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   SAVANNAH’S JOURNEY
 
   Part 1: A Bad Start
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The thick bank of thunderclouds withdrew quickly to the east, pushed along by the gusty winds that had accompanied the persistent storms. Heavy rain was still sheeting down in the distance and darkening the rolling plains, occasionally lit up again by broad strokes of lightning. The last of several storm fronts that had passed through in the past six days left behind miraculously clear skies, and warm sunlight at last drenched the sodden encampment of the nomadic Veldt Foxtaurs. Tall grasses were whipped around by the wind that had been cracking the family banners like whips. Activity had already recommenced, and that was the scene that greeted Savannah as shi poked hir head out past the weather flap of hir home. Half tent and half hut, the Veldt Foxtaurs’ dwellings were easily dismantled to move to a new site, yet rugged enough to endure everything that the storms had thrown at them without a single tear or leak.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   The atrocious weather had been a good excuse to spend more time with hir denmate, Willow, and their young kit, Grass-stalk. The life of a Stellar Foxtaur was always a busy one, equally mixing the daily tasks of making a living with their duties for the Star Corps which had established their colony on Arisia, and Savannah was grateful for any excuse that interrupted either task in a way that gave hir more time with hir family. However, this time the break had been too long, and hir itinerary was way behind schedule. Shi had to complete preparations for hir journey tomorrow.
 
   Savannah stepped out of the hut and stretched luxuriously. The hut wasn’t that small, but after being virtually confined to it for several days, the freedom of the outside was most welcome. Shi shook hirself, letting the fresh air fluff out hir dark red fur. Along with the dark brown ‘boots’ and ‘gloves’ of fur on hir arms and hands, plus hir four very long legs, shi strongly resembled a Terran maned wolf. Shi owed more of hir ancestry to foxes and humans though, and no maned wolf ever had an extra upright humanoid torso where the wolf’s shoulders would normally be. Savannah was a Stellar Foxtaur of the Veldt Breed. Hir kind and the other breeds were the creation of Earth’s genetic laboratories, but unlike the bad old days when anthropomorphs had been created as slaves and toys, hir kind had always known freedom and equality. Superior in many ways to their creators, they nevertheless worked together for the betterment of an entire civilisation, not just a species. Arisia was a bold experiment in readying a new world for colonisation, and the Stellars had been equal to the task; terraforming some areas, taming others, preserving even more places, and learning how to exploit resources with the minimum of environmental impact. Savannah’s breed had been optimised for the huge rolling plains. Hir legs gave hir the height to see far over the tall grass-like plants and shrubs, and enabled hir to run tirelessly for many kilometres, hour after hour.
 
   Usually though, those long legs were used to haul a cart, for Savannah was a trader for hir day-to-day living, as well as a biologist in the employ of the Star Corps. While the Corps would transport any necessary equipment meant for use on Corps’ projects, personal items were luxuries, and if the Corps would transport them at all, it was only at a hefty fee. Savannah’s Corps work kept hir moving about to many distant places, and shi saw that it would also be a way to fill the need for a cheap alternative. Shi had started carting along trade goods between the foxtaur settlements and Arisia Freeport. Whatever area that shi needed to study, shi brought along goods to suit the needs of the clans in that area. Shi had rapidly built up a large clientele, and had become known as Savannah the Trader more than as a professional biologist.
 
   An excited twittering announced the arrival of one of the local avians. The Arisian equivalent of birds had plumage similar to – but not exactly like feathers – which had given them similar characteristics for flight. Two of those pseudo-feathers grew exceptionally long in this species, earning them the name Pennantail. Savannah held out hir hand, and the avian landed on it, twittering happily.
 
   “You're glad that the storms have ended too, aren’t you, Tweet?” Savannah asked it.
 
   Tweet chirped back in response. Savannah had gained the pet avian by accident when, on a field trip, shi had inadvertently disturbed a predator that had raided a nest, killing the parent birds and breaking open the eggs to eat the contents. All but the last egg was destroyed, saved by the predator being frightened off by the arrival of Savannah. Shi had come to check the progress of the new family of birds that shi had been monitoring for several weeks, and shi was disappointed to find that they had all been killed. Shi took the sole remaining intact egg, intending to study it in detail later. Imagine hir surprise when it hatched on the journey home, and hir consternation when the chick immediately bonded with hir. Fortunately the species was omnivorous, so Savannah was able to feed the chick from the many options shi had available. Apparently shi had done a good job as the pennantail grew up happy and healthy. It also refused to leave Savannah, and had become hir almost constant companion, so Savannah built it a bird home that allowed it to come and go whenever it pleased. Like the foxtaur though, it had been confined to the hut for the past several wet days.
 
   Savannah gave the avian an affectionate stroke on the head as shi looked around. The gully with the placid brook that bisected their camp was still full to the brim. It had been threatening to break its banks the last couple of days as the run-off increased from the saturated soil of the plains, but that had not happened. Either the footbridge or a long jump was required to safely cross it, although shi could see one young foxtaur trying hir luck at fishing right at its edge. Other people were repairing storm damage, and groups of herders were heading off to find out where the herds of zikba grazers had sheltered or weathered the Spring storms. Shi would have to get hir cart loaded with trade goods quickly this afternoon before many others disappeared about their delayed business, and to get their orders in if they hadn’t already done so. Shi eyed the flooded brook again, wondering what the river crossing would be like. Shi hoped that it would have dropped a bit before shi reached it tomorrow.
 
   Savannah heard hir mate exiting the hut, and turned to see Willow emerging with Grass-stalk in tow. Careful not to let their child get too near the flooded stream, shi otherwise let the kit run about and enjoy the sunny afternoon after being cooped up for so long. Willow had virtually the same build and fur colour as hir denmate, but where Savannah only had a swatch of white fur on hir chin and throat, Willow’s white fur spread out over hir chest, and then dived between hir breasts before petering out just above hir navel. Shi also had white headfur as opposed to Savannah’s dark red. Shi was also a hermaphrodite like hir mate, but unlike hir, was conspicuously pregnant.
 
   “So, you reckon this good weather will last for a while?” Savannah asked hir.
 
   “Degrees in meteorology and climatology, and you still doubt me?” Willow queried.
 
   Their hut was crowded with scientific equipment, both for Savannah’s biological pursuits and Willow’s meteorological ones. Above the huts, partially obscured by the house-colour flags, was a satellite dish that kept hir appraised of weather conditions both worldwide and, in a more concentrated fashion, locally. They had been on Arisia long enough to accurately predict the weather for several days ahead.
 
   “Of course not, Love. It’s just that the delay has me worried about keeping my schedule. They won’t hold up the starship just for me, y'know?”
 
   “Yes, I know, but it won’t be the end of the world.”
 
   “No, but we planned a large family around our ability to maintain a certain level of income over and above our Star Corps wages, and to do that, I need the best trade goods and to make the best deals. If the ship is on schedule and I get there late, that might not happen.”
 
   “You worry too much, 'Vanna. Our income is more than sufficient to give Grass-stalk and the new kit a good future. But then there’s the third kit that we decided to have, the one that you are supposed to bear,” Willow said as shi poked hir finger into Savannah’s chest for emphasis.
 
   Savannah sighed. This had been the one major point of contention in their otherwise harmonious lives. Willow had been happy to be the mother of two of their kits, but insisted that shi would be the sire to the third. Savannah agreed in principle, but shi had been procrastinating the actual event. Originally shi had been going to bear their second child, but shi had claimed that it would affect hir ability to travel and do trade. Willow had gotten tired of waiting for hir and had gotten pregnant again. Savannah had been given more breathing space, but shi was not off the hook as yet. Willow frequently commented that the amount of trading shi did was so that they could support three kits comfortably, and hir mate rarely let an opportunity to go by to remind hir of it.
 
   “I know, I know!” Savannah replied. “A couple more trips and we should have enough stashed away that I can afford to slow down and be a mother.”
 
   “Isn’t that exactly what you said last time?” countered Willow with a frown.
 
   “Come on, Love. Ease up on me a bit, will you? After all, I’m doing this for all of us.” Shi gave hir mate a lick-kiss as shi rubbed the fur between Willow’s breasts, something that shi particularly liked.
 
   Hir mate relented and returned the lick-kiss. Then shi swatted Savannah on the rump. “Get on with you!” shi said with mock severity. “You need to be ready to leave at the crack of dawn, and I’ll not have you blaming me for not being ready.”
 
   Savannah grinned, then said, “C’mon, Tweet, let’s get to work.”
 
   The avian chirped loudly and flew after Savannah as shi trotted off towards a neighbour’s hut.
 
   Hours later, shi secured the last of the trade goods in hir cart. Although overtly it was a simple hand-drawn cart, in fact it had been vastly improved with high-tech materials and equipment. This was something that was built to suit colonial conditions where breakdowns could be extremely hard to repair, or could even jeopardise lives. Although the primary motive power was Savannah hirself, the cart had a small anti-grav unit of the type used for moving luggage and goods at freight terminals. This enabled hir to easily pull the cart up hills, and regenerative brakes recharged the Superstor battery that powered it, with solar panels to supplement power input. Normal cable-operated brakes served for parking the cart, or for possible emergencies. Savannah was proud of the cart, built at a time when shi had had no mate or kit so shi could afford such extravagances. Shi looked after it very well, and its gaily painted walls were instantly recognisable whenever shi approached a village or encampment.
 
   Next shi loaded hir scientific equipment, the ones that weren’t permanently installed in the cart. Like every trip, shi was required to spend part of it doing biological surveys and follow-ups to hir field experiments. These shi was obliged to do as part of hir contract with the Star Corps irrespective of whether shi was behind schedule for hir trading business, so shi had to factor that into hir travel time.
 
   It was almost dark before shi finished and shi secured all the doors and hatches. Willow had a meal ready for them when shi entered the hut. After helping to clean up after the meal, Savannah played with Grass-stalk for a while, then read hir a story until shi fell asleep. The denmates then made love long and luxuriously as both knew that it would be a long time before they would be able to do so again.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Savannah began hir journey in the false dawn. Shi had given hir mate and child parting hugs after an early breakfast, then attached the cart’s harness to hir lower torso and began walking. There was barely enough light yet to see the track, but shi knew it well and proceeded with confidence. Tweet flew out from the hut at the last moment, scolding the foxtaur for getting up so early before settling on a perch on the cart. Savannah smiled at its antics. In the wild, the avian’s cousins would have already started their foraging. Tweet was quite spoiled.
 
   Savannah set a steady distance-eating pace, the gently sloping plains being conducive to fast travel. It was about an hour before noon when shi reached the rim of a river valley and started down into it. Halfway to the bottom, small trees started to take over from the grasses, and by the time that shi reached the valley floor, shi was in woodlands. Savannah pulled off the path and locked the brakes on the cart. Unbuckling hirself from the harness, shi went to one of the side panels in the cart, opened it and withdrew some prepared food. Shi then laid down on the soft leaf litter to eat hir meal and take a rest. Endurance was one of the hallmarks of the Veldt breed, but Savannah knew how best to pace hirself to get the most distance without over-exerting hirself. A fifteen minute power-nap saw hir refreshed and ready to recommence hir journey. But not quite yet.
 
   Savannah had chosen this spot not merely because it was comfortable, but shi also had a field experiment running in the area. Shi spent some time visiting several sites, downloading data, resetting equipment and gathering specimens. When shi had finished, shi returned to hir cart, stowed everything away, then resumed hir journey. Even then shi was still doing hir job – or more precisely, Tweet was doing it for hir. The bird would fly off occasionally, and Savannah had trained it to bring back samples. The collection tray gained a steady stream of biological specimens such as leaves, berries, grasses, and even some insects. Savannah always enjoyed sorting through the assortment of specimens each day, and rewarded hir winged friend with its favourite foods. Although a bit haphazard, the method had proved to be very worthwhile, leading hir to more closely examine several areas due to a particularly intriguing sample.
 
   Savannah’s route eventually brought hir to the banks of a broad river. It was fed by a multitude of streams that drained the plains, such as the one that flowed past Savannah’s hut. Normally it was shallow enough to ford easily at this broad point but, as Savannah had feared, the river was in full spate. The marker stones that were hir guide along the ford were all invisible, covered by the swiftly flowing water. If shi tried to cross now, hir cart would almost certainly be swept away. Although it was watertight and would float like a boat, it did not steer like one, and if it avoided being smashed into the rocks, it could take Savannah ages to get it to a place on the bank where shi could haul it out. There was no question as to whether shi would try hir luck.
 
   “Well, Tweet, this is a fine mess. Which way do you think we should go now?”
 
   Tweet chirped brightly and Savannah nodded. “Yeah, definitely somewhere else. There’s another shallower ford an hour and a half upstream, but there’s a very good chance that it could be as bad as this, so I might lose three hours backtracking. However, if I keep going downstream, it’ll only get bigger, but there’s a village about two and a half hours away and they can ferry us across. It’ll take us way off course though, and we’d lose more than half a day going that way.”
 
   Tweet responded with some more chirping and Savannah sighed. “You’re right of course. We can’t risk the upstream ford, so it’s the long route for us.” Savannah turned the cart around and backtracked a little to find the path that followed the river. Tweet flew ahead, pausing on a branch occasionally, waiting for the foxtaur to catch up. Savannah was glad to have hir winged companion. Although neither really knew what the other was saying, it was always easier to make a decision when shi ‘discussed’ it with Tweet. Shi found the trail and turned onto it and stepped up the pace. It was a much less well-worn path than the main route however, so Savannah had to ease up a bit or risk tiring too soon.
 
   It was getting close to sunset when the forest path opened up to reveal a clear area on the V-shaped land at the confluence of the river that shi was following, and another major river coming from another corner of the plains. In that area was built a village with structures of a far more permanent nature than the tent-huts of the nomadic Veldt Foxtaurs. This was a village built by Marine Stellars, foxtaurs adapted to being at home as much in the water as they were on land. In fact, despite the rivers being dangerously swollen, shi could see that they were full of the villagers revelling in the wild conditions. ‘More like otters than foxes,’ shi often mused.
 
   Savannah was soon spotted by the children of the village, and they raced each other to meet up with hir first. Soon a dozen kits were racing around the cart, or asking Savannah if shi had any treats, or trying to get Tweet to perch on their arm. Tweet always seemed to get as excited as the kits, and it flew from one to the other and then back to Savannah. The little avian distracted many of them, and Savannah put the rest of them off with promises of treats soon. Before long, shi was approached by an adult.
 
   “Ho! Savannah!” The caller had the typical brown and beige coloured fur of hir breed. The fur was very thick and waterproof, and hir head only had the normal fur and no long headfur or ruffs. Hir ears were short and thickly furred also, capable of being folded down to seal water out of the ear canal. Hir legs were much shorter than Savannah’s and hir breasts less prominent – all features intended to help streamline hir body for swimming. Like Savannah, shi was a hermaphrodite, as were all Stellar Foxtaurs.
 
   By now shi was close enough to see the variations in the beige patterning that let hir identify the caller. An unfavourable wind had given hir no scent clues up until now. “Swiftbrook! How are you faring?”
 
   “Very well indeed,” Swiftbrook replied. “What brings you here so early? We weren’t expecting you for a few weeks.”
 
   “The ford is too dangerous, so I am looking for someone to ferry me across.”
 
   Swiftbrook looked at the river and nodded. “Yes, I can see how it would be too high. Ferrying you over is no problem, although I recommend that you leave it until tomorrow. Stay with us tonight and perhaps we can do a bit of dealing too.”
 
   Savannah eyed the lowering sun and sighed. “No point in crossing now. I’d practically have to make camp straight away, so I might as well accept your offer.”
 
   “Great! Do you have any of those sugarstalks with you? Swiftbrook asked eagerly.
 
   Savannah laughed. “Yes, if I have any left after this horde of kits finishes raiding me!”
 
   “You’d better!” Swiftbrook replied with mock severity. “Or else you might have to swim across tomorrow.”
 
   “Then you had better get this greedy lot under control!” Savannah glared at the kits who kept on grinning. They knew hir far too well.
 
   Savannah parked hir cart in its usual place in the centre of the village. Shi locked the brakes and put down the stabilisers. Only then did shi open one of the compartment doors. There was a box that shi kept on top of everything else just for this reason. Inside it were the much-coveted sugarstalks. A kind of grain grew on the plains that the Veldt foxtaurs harvested. They toasted the grain while it was still on its stalk, then dipped it into the sap of the ginja tree, and then toasted them some more. This hardened the sap into a crisp, sweet glaze. The result was both nutritious and delicious. Savannah always brought plenty with hir – some for sale and some to give away to the kits. Naturally this always made hir very popular.
 
   Savannah always gave away lots of the popular treats to the kits. It never hurt to have a good reputation when trading, and the kits quite often managed to bring out the adults. The sugarstalks were a cheap item to produce, so shi could afford to give them away. The adults bought boxes of them though, and usually some of the more expensive items from hir cart while they were at it.
 
   While shi was doing brisk business, shi observed a riverboat draw up to the jetty. As soon as it was tied up, foxtaurs both on board and on the land swarmed over the cargo piled in it. Faster than you would have thought possible, the ship was unloaded, and then the flow was reversed as other goods were stowed for the return trip. Marine foxtaurs were renowned for their playfulness, but they also worked just as hard so that they had more time for play.
 
   When the last of hir customers left, Savannah closed up hir cart and headed for the community eating hall. Unlike the Veldt Stellars, the Marine Stellars did virtually everything as a group. There weren’t separate huts for mated couples or triads either. Everyone slept in a communal den which Savannah felt was going a tad far with the love of company, but they seemed to prefer it. There was no doubt that, although they were a cousin species, they thought very differently.
 
   The way to the hall was well illuminated by torches that had been lit as the sun’s glow faded behind the horizon. Savannah’s cart had lamps that also ran off the same batteries as the rest of the electrically powered equipment, so shi preferred not to use them unless shi really needed to do so. Inside the food hall, it too was brightly lit by electric lights. The community had a power pack that produced enough electricity for their basic needs, and of course for their Star Corps equipment, as long as they weren’t frivolous with its use.
 
   Delicious smells assaulted Savannah’s nose. Merely scenting what had wafted hir way outside had already whetted hir appetite, but now it went into overdrive. Calls came from various people for hir to join them at their table. Savannah did not have to worry about paying for hir meal because its price was hir companionship and the news and gossip that it brought, so having hir as a table-mate was highly sought after.
 
   Savannah accepted one group’s invitation and was soon enjoying fresh bread with various spreads as an appetiser. Tweet sat on hir shoulder, accepting morsels from Savannah and anyone else who offered the bird something delectable. Then the main course arrived. As you might expect from a people whose lives revolved around water, their staple dish was fish, and there were plenty of varieties to choose from. There were small sweet fillets of pago and braised whole nekkan which had a stronger, meatier flavour. There were also the local equivalent of mud crabs that had been named mabs. Savannah often wondered who came up with those odd names. Besides the fish, there were boiled tubers and greens. For dessert, they had thick slices of watergourd, similar in principal to watermelon but hugely different in taste.
 
   There was a good deal of conversation after the meal was done. Those whose turn it was for kitchen duty rapidly cleaned up while the others talked, then before Savannah realised how late it was getting, it was time to put the kits to bed. The adults would not be far behind though as they did not like to waste power, and they would be up again at the crack of dawn. Before that though, shi was approached by one of the foxtaurs whom shi had seen come off the riverboat.
 
   “My name is Swiftriver,” shi said without preamble. “I hear that you are trying to get to the port in a hurry and that you’re behind schedule.”
 
   “That’s correct,” replied Savannah.
 
   “I have an alternative. Our load is destined for the port also. We’ll be taking the river all the way to the sea and then across the bay. It’s not as direct, but it should still be a bit faster than your land route.”
 
   “Do you have enough room for my cart?”
 
   “Of course. I didn’t expect you to leave it behind.”
 
   “And what would this cost me?” Savannah enquired.
 
   “Well, seeing as we’re going there anyway, and we have the space to spare, I’ll settle for four boxes of sugarstalks.”
 
   Savannah gulped. That was a large chunk out of the remainder of hir stock. Of course the hyperactive Mariners burned through sugar at quite a rate and they were hir biggest customers, but still…
 
   “Two boxes! You can’t even guarantee that you’ll be able to get me there in time,” Savannah counter-offered.
 
   “Three and a half. The river is in flood and we’ll make good time,” Swiftriver rebutted.
 
   “Two and a half. I can make almost as good time by the direct route if I hurry, and I’ll save some of my most popular trading goods for sale elsewhere.”
 
   “Almost isn’t good enough if it’s that important. Three boxes. That’ll pay for your meals also while you sit on your haunches and we do all the work.”
 
   Savannah sighed. Swiftriver was right – shi had to take the gamble. “Okay, deal,” shi said, holding out hir hand to exchange arm clasps.
 
   “Great!” Swiftriver said. “We sail straight after breakfast. Get up promptly before daybreak if you wish to oversee our loading of your cart before we eat. We aren’t going to wait for you.”
 
   “Gotcha. I’ll be up,” Savannah acknowledged.
 
   Swiftriver grinned and left.
 
   Savannah hoped that shi had made the right choice. Shi then decided to go straight to bed to make sure that shi didn’t oversleep. Shi headed for the communal sleeping den. Although shi had a sleeping arrangement with hir cart, like all foxtaurs, shi preferred sleeping in the company of others. A foxtaur who slept alone by choice was extremely unusual. Two of the Mariners had been trying to persuade hir to have a little recreational sex with them too, but although shi had sometimes accepted such invitations in the past, it was too soon after having to leave behind hir denmate for hir to be interested in such. It didn’t seem to have stopped them from finding another willing partner though as shi spotted the trio enjoying themselves as shi entered the den. A few other couples and triads were similarly engaged, but over half the rest of the community were already asleep in fur-piles of various sizes. A couple who were just settling down, patted the bedding next to them as they saw hir enter, inviting hir to snuggle up with them. Savannah gladly accepted, and was soon curled up with, and pillowed by hir friends. After a hard day’s journey and with a full belly, sleep came swiftly.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Savannah was awakened by a gentle shake of hir shoulder. Shi opened one eye and recognised Swiftriver in the very dim light coming through the windows.
 
   “Time to get up,” Swiftriver said quietly.
 
   Savannah quickly became alert and carefully disentangled hirself from hir sleeping companions. Following Swiftriver into the chill morning air, they made their way to where the cart was parked. Two of the riverboat’s crew were already standing by it, apparently waiting for them. Savannah unlocked the brakes after stowing the stands, and they guided it onto the jetty. There shi was asked to stand back while the crew fastened slings to it, and they hoisted it easily onto the deck of the boat. Shi stepped aboard and helped secure it to tie-down points, then everybody headed for the food hall.
 
   The ship’s crew were hardly the only early risers. In fact, the food hall was more than half full by the time that they got there. The crewmembers ate a hearty breakfast, but Savannah settled for a more modest meal. Unlike the crew, shi didn’t expect to be doing much for the rest of the day.
 
   Despite the size of their meal, the crew didn’t waste any time. Almost before shi knew it, they were all aboard the boat and casting off. Shi seemed to be consistently in everybody’s way until one of them firmly parked hir in a spot where shi would not be any trouble. Once everything was set though, things calmed down and Savannah was allowed to move about again. The conjoined river was deep and wide in most places, and the experienced crew knew where the safe channels were in the less benign spots. Swiftriver had been right though – the flooding rains had dramatically increased the flow of the river which meant greater speed, but also more alertness for navigating. Savannah wondered how difficult it would be going upstream against this strong flow.
 
   Savannah had no concerns for hir safety however. Of all the Stellar Foxtaurs, the Marine Breed were by far the best sailors, as had been intended by their designers. They were also one of the most industrious species anywhere, and they were responsible for opening up trade routes and supply lines along the seas and waterways. It was left up to people like Savannah to service areas inaccessible by water though. Savannah usually worked in conjunction with them, but being totally reliant on the Mariners was an entirely different thing, and it irked hir.
 
   Shi also chafed at the inactivity. There was nothing that shi could do to help out on the boat, and almost nothing that shi could do for hir own benefit. The sole thing that shi could do to stave off boredom, aside from watching the pleasant scenery, was through the help of Tweet. The little avian often flew off and returned with fruits, leaves and insects, apparently foraging but not really knowing what to get, and not really hungry either as it had been well fed along with Savannah at breakfast. Not ever having parents to teach it when it was a fledgling, Tweet instead imitated its foster parent who had always brought it a large variety of foods. Now it returned the favour, and Savannah had a growing collection of biological samples to examine and catalogue. In the past, Tweet had made some serendipitous discoveries that Savannah had followed up on later. In that manner, shi had added a large variety of nutritious plants to the foxtaurs’ kitchens, some with good potential export value if cultivated. Shi had also found some potential pharmaceutical products which shi had passed on to the experts for further investigation and development. It had proven to be a very profitable partnership between foxtaur and avian.
 
   The river wound its way through low hills covered with dense forest. Wildlife could be frequently heard if not seen, and Savannah enjoyed its tranquil unspoiled beauty. Eventually it started skirting a mountain range on the left which Savannah would have had to surmount if shi’d had to take the direct land route. The river narrowed a bit then and the ride became a little rougher. Savannah found the heaving deck to be unkind to hir stomach, but the Mariners only seemed to be more excited at the added challenge. Thankfully they passed through that section in about an hour, and the river returned to a more placid disposition.
 
   Eventually the sun started to set, and Swiftriver guided the boat to a suitable point on the river bank to tie up before it got too dark to navigate safely. Two Mariners dived into the water and were up onto the bank in a trice. Ropes were thrown to them and, as the boat gently touched the shore, they tied the lines to sturdy trees. Next, despite having a small galley on board, they cleared an area to build a fire pit and were soon cooking the night’s meal. Savannah had to admit that it was a lot more pleasant sitting around the fire than waiting on the boat for food from the galley. They cooked some fish that they had caught along the way, supplementing it with vegetables that they had stocked. Savannah recognised one of the local plants as an edible kind, and shi surprised the Mariners by adding it to hir meal. They all quickly tried it though and expressed pleasure in the taste.
 
   Afterwards they talked for a while before one of them brought out a deck of cards and they organised a game of poker. They invited Savannah to play, but they were betting money and goods, and shi would have nothing to do with that.
 
   “I am a business person,” shi said. “I do not gamble with my stock, nor the profits meant for my family.”
 
   Swiftriver said, “Oh? What if I offer you the chance to win back those boxes of sugarstalks?”
 
   In spite of hirself, Savannah was intrigued, but shi was still adamant. “I said that I wouldn’t gamble my stock or money, so what could I offer instead?”
 
   Swiftriver grinned widely. “If I win, you will be my bed-mate for the night.”
 
   Savannah gaped at hir in surprise, then laughed. “What have I got to lose then? You have a deal! I look forward to winning back those sugarstalks. Now deal those cards!”
 
   The other Mariners yipped in excitement and glee as they positioned themselves to watch the game. They stood to lose their favourite treat, but the thrill of the bet overrode the potential loss even when Savannah easily won the first hand.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Savannah mused that hir luck had been particularly bad lately. However, Swiftriver had proven to be a pleasantly playful and considerate lover, so it wasn’t a total loss. Savannah snuggled up closer to the thick fur of the Marine foxtaur, still enjoying the afterglow of their fling. “No, not completely bad after all,” shi murmured as shi drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   The next day, after a quick breakfast, they cast off and recommenced their travels downstream as soon as they had enough light to navigate. The journey proceeded much as it had the previous day; only the scenery changed. Now that they were on the other side of the ranges, the land was more densely forested with rainforest kinds of vegetation rather than the temperate forests they had passed through previously. Eventually it gave way to coastal scrub as the salt air affected the plant life at the mouth of the river. Abruptly they were into open water, and the sea swells made the boat move in a manner that nauseated Savannah.
 
   “Are you sure this is safe?” shi nervously asked Swiftriver.
 
   The Marine Stellar laughed. “Quite. While this isn’t an ocean-going craft, it’ll handle these placid conditions easily.”
 
   “You call this placid?” asked Savannah disbelievingly.
 
   “Yes, this is almost nothing. The deep water and the sheltering mountains make this one of the safest bays to be in.”
 
   Savannah’s stomach didn’t quite agree though. Shi tried to put it out of hir mind, but with limited success. “How much further?” shi asked.
 
   “About one and a half hours, and we’ll have you safe and sound on dry land again,” Swiftriver reassured hir.
 
   “An hour and a half too long,” Savannah thought miserably as hir stomachs lurched with the next swell. Shi tried to keep hir mind off the motion by observing the coast. Almost immediately, a temporary encampment hove into view. It was another Marine Foxtaur clan and, just like the one on the river, it was a hive of activity, from kits playing on the beach to fishers on the rocks and in sailboats.
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   One boat though headed for a rendezvous with Swiftriver’s. Without either vessel stopping, one of those on the smaller boat dived into the water and swam up to the bigger ship where a rope was lowered for hir. Shi climbed up it with great agility, and was standing on the deck only moments after departing hirs.
 
   “Ho, Bayshore! What brings you here?” Swiftriver asked.
 
   Bayshore grinned. “I have something that I’d like you to take to my sister, Tempest,” shi said as shi unsealed a waterproof pouch about hir waist. “It’s hir birthday today, but I can’t get over there until after the fishing fleet comes back, so I’d like you to pass on my gift to hir with my promise to visit hir tomorrow.”
 
   Swiftriver accepted the package that Bayshore handed to hir. “No problem. I take it that you’ll have a catch of fish for me to take to market on my return?”
 
   Bayshore nodded. “Don’t we always? Anyway, lots to do, so I’ll be off.” Shi clasped arms with Swiftriver, then dived over the rail and was off like a shot towards hir boat.
 
   The whole incident was over in about two minutes, and Savannah mused over the frenetic pace of the lifestyle of hir Mariner cousins. Then it was back to watching the coastline accompanied by Tweet who apparently disliked flying over such a large stretch of water, and so wouldn’t go on one of its fossicking flights.
 
   About forty minutes later there came a sound that Savannah had been dreading to hear. From the direction of their destination, there came the peculiar hum of anti-grav units combined with the powerful thrusters that were still needed to overcome the inertia of a huge freighter starship. Then shi watched in dismay as an extremely bright light climbed into the sky and into space.
 
   “Bugger!” shi swore. “Missed the bloody ship!”
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   Half an hour after the starship had departed, Swiftriver’s ship pulled into port and tied up at pier 23. With the usual burst of frantic energy, the Mariners soon had Savannah’s cart unloaded and had made a start on the rest of the cargo. Savannah made hir farewells to the crew – it hadn’t been their fault that shi had been late, and in fact they had made very good time. It just galled hir that shi had sacrificed some of hir best trade goods for a futile ride.
 
   Savannah approached Swiftriver last. Shi said, “I’m going to visit Portmaster Tempest immediately to see if there is anything that I can salvage from this debacle. If you wish, I could pass on that gift from Bayshore on your behalf.”
 
   “That would save me some time that I’d rather spend on getting a return load organised,” admitted Swiftriver.
 
   “How well I understand that!” Savannah agreed fervently.
 
   “Thanks,” Swiftriver said as shi handed over the parcel. “If you ever need a ride again, I’ll give it to you at a discount to help make up for not getting here in time.”
 
   “How about returning some of the sugarstalks instead?” suggested Savannah.
 
   “Not a chance!” Swiftriver replied with a laugh. “My crew would lynch me!”
 
   “I believe you,” Savannah said with a grin to show that there were no hard feelings. “Until we meet again, Captain Swiftriver!”
 
   “Farewell, Trader Savannah!”
 
   Savannah hitched hirself up to the cart’s harness and then left the dock, carefully manoeuvring past the many objects that crowded the pier. Shi then made hir way down past the other piers and the brightly painted warehouses, so different from the dingy and worn buildings that shi had seen back on Earth. The road led through an arboretum, hardly a feature of Terran facilities, but typical of foxtaur design. Foot and pedal-powered traffic picked up a lot here, carefully separated from vehicular traffic. This was the main thoroughfare between the seaport and the spaceport, heavily used by all breeds of Stellar Foxtaur plus a few non-foxtaurs that worked in the port town, and it led inevitably to the main administration buildings where the Portmaster’s office was located. From there, all goods into and out of Arisia were controlled, and there shi hoped that shi would be able to cut a deal for some of the newly arrived goods. Of course shi hoped that the Portmaster would see hir – shi was a very busy person after all.
 
   Savannah pulled up in front of the main building in the first available place where shi could park hir cart. Modest by the standards of the developed worlds, the admin building was one of the biggest and busiest on the planet, and the recent shipment from Earth made it a less than perfect time to arrive. Nevertheless shi had to try.
 
   As Savannah entered the main doors, Tweet took off from hir shoulder and flew ahead, twittering excitedly. It disappeared around a corner with Savannah in hot pursuit, but shi came to an abrupt halt when shi almost ran into the Portmaster hirself with Tweet perched on hir arm.
 
   “Hello, Savannah,” Tempest said. “I knew that you couldn’t be far away when Tweet found me.”
 
   Tweet chirped happily as the Marine Foxtaur clasped arms with the Veldt Foxtaur in greeting.
 
   “Tweet likes you a lot,” Savannah remarked.
 
   “And I like Tweet, don’t I, dear?” Tempest said as shi stroked the avian’s head. Tweet chirped in agreement. “So, Savannah, aren’t you a tad late?” You must have noticed the freighter departing.”
 
   “I did. I had a good view of it too from the bay.”
 
   “The bay? What were you doing out there?”
 
   Savannah explained the circumstances of hir trip, and Tempest nodded in sympathy. “That really was a bad bit of timing. Captain Franks was really put out by you not being there to pay for the goods that you had insisted that he bring this trip.”
 
   Savannah groaned. “It took me ages to get that deal together. Now my name will be mud with the freighter people.”
 
   Tempest grinned knowingly. “I think not. After all, your agent was there to close the deal instead.”
 
   “My agent?” Savannah repeated in puzzlement. “But I don’t have one.”
 
   “Sure you do. Hir name is Tempest Marine.”
 
   “You? You bought the shipment?” Tempest nodded smugly. Savannah threw hir arms around the startled Portmaster and gave hir a huge hug. “You’re a life-saver! Thank you!” Then shi calmed down a bit as shi thought of something. “I hope that you didn’t pay too much. Franks drives a hard bargain.”
 
   Tempest scoffed, “Ha! You don’t think that I worked up from selling fish to being Portmaster without being able to make a good deal, do you?”
 
   “Sorry for doubting you, but what is it going to cost me?”
 
   “I won’t be as tough on you. After all, I wouldn’t want to annoy this world’s major chocolate importer.”
 
   Savannah’s grin matched Tempest’s. Like many foxtaurs, for some unknown reason, Tempest was a ‘chocoholic’, as was Savannah. The two got down to dickering the price on that and the other goods, and both were left satisfied with the final deal. Savannah was so glad to actually have goods to take back with hir that shi didn’t mind having to pay a little more than shi had originally planned. It was only a minor setback.
 
   “OK, I’ll come back and collect the goods as soon as I’m done selling some of my merchandise in town,” Savannah concluded.
 
   “Fine. Come back here and I’ll take you to the warehouse and check it over with you. Then after that, why don’t you come over to my place for dinner? The denmates and I would love to have your company tonight. It’ll give us a chance to show off our latest kit too.”
 
   “Let’s see… if I recall correctly, it was Tidepool who was pregnant and you were the sire this time around.”
 
   “That’s right,” affirmed Tempest. “Tidepool is rather proud of hir. After siring three, it was about time shi bore one, but that’s hir male-dominant personality for you. You should see hir now though! Shi rarely lets anyone else breastfeed the kit, and little Starfish is being thoroughly spoiled.”
 
   “With you Mariners and your huge families, it’s no wonder that shi gets too much attention,” Savannah said.
 
   “Still just one mate then? You don’t know what you’re missing,” Tempest said with a hint of pity.
 
   “Seems to work for us!” Savannah objected.
 
   Tempest just grinned knowingly. “Plenty of time yet to see how you fare in the future. Circumstances may change in the most unexpected of ways.”
 
   “I don’t see them changing that drastically though.” Savannah changed the subject by digging into hir backpack. “Speaking of family, here’s something that I almost forgot.” Shi handed Tempest the box passed on to hir by Swiftriver. “A present from your sister, Bayshore. Shi sends hir apologies for not being able to be here to present it to you hirself.”
 
   Tempest accepted the box from Savannah and said, “That was very thoughtful of hir, and kind of you to bring it. I’ll have to thank Swiftriver too when I see hir next.”
 
   “Bayshore said shi would be here tomorrow after they deal with the catch.”
 
   “I thought as much. Now you had better get along. I need to get back to my other work. I’ll see you later this afternoon. Bye, Tweet!”
 
   Savannah left the offices with a much lighter heart than when shi had entered them. Shi hitched up hir cart and headed off towards the town centre. There shi met up with hir usual customers and traders to haggle the price of the goods that shi had for sale. These included leathergoods and furs from various plains animals, the sugarstalks and other foods, jewellery and trinkets, and even some art. Shi delivered some personal parcels to the local branch of the interstellar postal service, and in return accepted a number of parcels to take with hir to deliver to the various clans that shi would visit along hir regular route. Shi enjoyed a light meal at one of the local restaurants, took orders to be filled from hir recent acquisitions and for future ones, dropped off a large number of biological specimens at the Star Corps field office, and picked up a couple of new pieces of equipment. After all that was completed, shi found that shi had a bit of time to spare before shi had to meet up with Tempest, so shi went to the beach and lazed on the warm sand for a while, watching various other foxtaurs at play.
 
   Hir watch alarm woke hir with a start. It had been a little too restful, and shi had drifted off into sleep. However, experience had taught hir to set the alarm just in case, so shi was able to set off again without undue haste. This time when shi got to the Portmaster’s office, Tweet didn’t take off, and shi encountered Tempest’s receptionist first. Shi waved Savannah straight into Tempest’s office though; telling hir that shi was expected.
 
   Tempest was on the videocom when Savannah entered. Shi raised a hand to acknowledge Savannah and carried on with hir conversation. Shi was done in only a minute though and then turned hir full attention to the trader.
 
   “Good timing. I’ve cleared the last of the jobs for today, and I have all the paperwork for your goods here. Let’s get you loaded.”
 
   Tempest said goodnight to hir receptionist and a few others in passing. They left the administration block and headed towards a group of warehouses. Inside Warehouse 23, they were met by the foreman, a Veldt breed like Savannah, who took them to the pick-up bay where Savannah’s goods were stacked up and waiting for hir. The two of them loaded Savannah’s cart quickly and efficiently, and they were done well before sunset. Savannah and Tempest then walked to the north exit where the Marine Foxtaur started heading for the nearest jetty.
 
   “Park your cart in a secure bay and swim home with me,” Tempest urged.
 
   Savannah shook hir head. “You ask me that every time, and I keep telling you that I’m a runner, not a swimmer. I’ll trot around and meet you at your den as usual.”
 
   Tempest grinned. “One of these days I’ll get you in the water,” shi said as shi stripped off hir uniform top. Opening a watertight seal on hir backpack, shi stuffed the top in and re-sealed it. The now-nude Mariner then took a running dive off the jetty and sped off across the bay towards hir home.
 
   Savannah admired how graceful Tempest was in the water. The Portmaster had often told Savannah that the thing that shi regretted most about hir career was the limited amount of time that shi had left to pursue hir aquatic lifestyle. So every day shi swam to work, and then swam home again. It would be quite a feat for most people, but for a Marine Foxtaur, it was like an easy jog around the block.
 
   Savannah set hirself a fast pace along the road that followed the curve of the bay. Shi had a longer route than Tempest, but shi could make better speed, although hir cart was nearly at full capacity. However, as shi had told Tempest, shi was a runner, and that was what Veldts did best.
 
   As it turned out, they made their journeys in about the same time. Savannah started unharnessing hirself as Tempest strode out of the shallows and onto the beach that hir den backed onto. Far from being exhausted by the swim, shi was exhilarated. Shi shook hirself vigorously to rid hirself of excess water, then joined Savannah to walk into the den together. Tidepool, hir other co-mates, and all their kits gave Savannah a hearty welcome, and shi entertained them with news and anecdotes until dinner was served.
 
   Tempest never brought hir work home with hir, and Savannah observed the same practice. These visits were always purely social – friends visiting friends. There never seemed to be a lack of excitement and joy in the household, but it did seem a bit chaotic to the more orderly Savannah. Shi ignored that though in favour of enjoying the precious time spent with good friends. When it came time for sleep, there was no question as to whether shi’d be staying for the night. Shi joined everyone in the communal sleeping den that evening. Savannah was glad that they all ended up going straight to sleep that night, although some previous visits had been anything but boring.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Savannah awoke at the crack of dawn, but shi was still beaten to the kitchen by a couple of others who also had early starts. Shi was served a hearty breakfast before some of them had to leave. There were hugs and farewells then, and more later as Savannah prepared to depart. Before shi did, shi handed Tempest a small box.
 
   “From one chocoholic to another,” Savannah said. “Just don’t eat them all at once. You might sink out there in the bay!”
 
   Tempest laughed as shi accepted the chocolates. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   With that done, Savannah hitched hirself up to the cart and recommenced hir journey, waving goodbye to everyone gathered outside to see hir off. It was another beautifully clear day, and the crisp, cool morning air was ideal for setting a fast pace. Savannah continued along the main road following the bay. It wove in and out and around stands of trees and other vegetation that had been preserved by the foxtaurs. The low-density constructions were inconspicuously set back into the natural coastal scrub, sometimes only noticeable by a tasteful sign. The road at this point was used about equally by powered and non-powered traffic. No foxtaur used a PTV unless there was a genuine need, and Veldts especially loved to run, maybe even more than Mariners loved to swim. That had made the days stuck in hir hut especially frustrating to Savannah. Shi waved cheery greetings to those shi passed, receiving the same in return. Eventually the traffic thinned as shi left the Freeport area and the road veered off towards the foothills of the nearby mountains.
 
   The site of Freeport had been chosen not merely because of the excellent sea access, but also because the area was practically unique among the favoured locations for the first colony. All the factors of geography, weather and ocean currents had created a small region in which nearly every type of environment could be found. The coastal regions could get almost tropical in summer, but the high ranges north of the port township towards which shi was now headed were always capped with snow. The mountains blocked most of the rain-bearing clouds coming in from the ocean, so the other side of the ranges was very arid, with only very hardy desert-type vegetation. Those same mountains pushed the rain southwards over dense forests before the smaller range of mountains robbed the clouds of much of their burden before reaching the plains beyond them. Savannah’s regular route took hir through all those environments, and in doing so, shi would meet all the Stellar Foxtaur breeds in their ideal habitats.
 
   Savannah reached the foothills where they abruptly ascended from the gently sloping coastlands. Shi turned on the anti-grav unit to low setting – just enough to cope with the hills and still conserve power – and hir pace continued unabated. Then shi came to the first truly steep gradient that started to drag hir back, and shi boosted the power until shi was comfortable with the load once again. The route that shi was following was well-paved, so shi had no difficulty other than the gradient. It was rapidly getting cooler though and, in spite of hir exertion, Savannah started to feel a bit chilly. Shi paused briefly on a flat area to pull out a warm jacket. Shi donned it but didn’t button it up as yet. Shi knew from experience that it would get a lot colder yet, and shi would be glad to button it up later to keep hirself warm. Hir fur wasn’t really thick enough to cope with those conditions. Shi soon came upon the first patches of snow, partly melted due to the Spring thaw. Those patches soon got thicker though, and then became a blanket. Only the road was clear, having been ploughed only just recently, and the weather forecast that shi had checked this morning indicated that no more snowfalls were expected for several days at least. Tweet had retreated long ago to its warm birdcage, occasionally scolding the foxtaur for taking it to this horrible, cold place. Savannah rarely heard though because shi was playing hir favourite travel music to help pass the time.
 
   The road eventually crested the pass, revealing a high valley between two ranges. Tall evergreens dominated the area, contrasting with the snow. To the west shi could see a plume of smoke that marked hir destination, but it was still a long distance away. It would take hir a few hours to get there, and shi decided to stop for a rest and a meal. Shi securely parked the cart, then took out a package from one of the cart’s hatches. In it was a pre-packed meal that had been thoughtfully provided by Tidepool. Energy-rich food and a flask of hot tea were just what Savannah needed at that point, and shi greatly enjoyed it. Shi didn’t dawdle over the meal though because shi not only didn’t want hir muscles to stiffen up, but shi would also cool down too much. Shi quickly resumed hir journey with the anti-grav turned off, and the regenerative brakes set to automatic to maintain hir downward speed at a constant rate. Hir Superstor battery started recharging, but shi would still need to top it up when shi arrived because shi was not descending even half the distance that shi had ascended.
 
   Savannah pulled off the main road onto the track that led into the village that was today’s destination. Shi returned the greetings of the various foxtaurs as shi passed and soon pulled up into the centre of their settlement. Every foxtaur there had thick white fur with the occasional black markings on ears, paws, tail and back. Between the fur and an insulating layer of fat, the Polar Breed Stellar Foxtaurs had full-figured bodies. The adults’ breasts looked bigger than they actually were because of the thick fur, with the nipples completely hidden, something that Savannah was sure they appreciated in these cold climates. Also, every single one of them from adult to the youngest kit wore the distinctive fur cape of their kind. While Savannah had kept warm through a combination of hir thick jacket and exertion, these foxtaurs were perfectly comfortable in these frosty conditions even without their capes, but with them they could endure the coldest conditions that this world could produce. They did not really need them in these relatively mild conditions though, but it had become so traditional that they rarely left their dens without their cape. Although they had been named the Polar Breed, in fact they were intended to live in, and exploit, any cold territory without hardship.
 
   Savannah had hir own impression of the Polari. Although totally at odds with their more tropical inspiration, shi always thought of them as Amazons. Not only did their full figures add a pleasant curvaceousness to their forms, but they also were mostly feminine biased psychologically. Although it had never been deliberately designed into their genetic make-up, some unknown quirk made them think, act, and be attracted to the feminine. One of the consequences of this was that they had little regard for the role of the sire in procreation. When a Polari was ready to have a child, shi generally asked one of hir ‘girlfriends’ to do the deed. After that, shi took complete responsibility for the kit. However, with a village full of foxtaurs with the same viewpoint, in practice the kit had a few dozen mothers, because every adult looked after the welfare of every kit. Whenever Savannah came here, shi tried to emphasise hir feminine side in order for the Polari to feel more at ease with hir, thus improving the possibility of making good deals.
 
   As usual, Savannah set hirself up in the midst of the settlement, and also as usual, the kits were there immediately. Shi always tried to remember their names, and handed them their free treats as shi named them. Needless to say that the kits loved their favourite ‘auntie’ whenever shi came to visit. The adults soon followed though after tolerantly indulging their children. Savannah was kept very busy selling luxuries that weren’t part of their normal resources, plus sweets and trinkets. The Polari were also mad about chocolate, which is why Savannah was so relieved that shi hadn’t lost hir shipment. Shi also delivered the parcels that had been entrusted to hir as a sub-contractor for the postal service. Shi was pleased that all the parcels destined for the Polari were picked up within the hour and shi wouldn’t need to track anyone down.
 
   Then the voice that shi had been expecting spoke from behind hir.
 
   “I offer you food, shelter, and sex.”
 
   Savannah had been startled to be given that blunt offer the very first time that shi had visited this Polari settlement. Now though shi just smiled and turned to face hir long-time acquaintance, Tundra. This Polari was distinctive in that shi had all-white fur without a trace of the black markings that others sported. Shi was accompanied by hir constant companion, a husky dog named Mishka, who sat beside hir, tongue lolling happily. 
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   “I accept your offer, Tundra. How have you been?”
 
   “I’ve been doing very well, Leggy,” replied Tundra, using hir nickname for Savannah. “I’m very happy to see you again.”
 
   “I’m glad that I was able to make it. I had a bit of trouble earlier that I will tell you about later tonight.”
 
   “I’ll be looking forward to it. Don’t forget my usual order.”
 
   “It’s already put aside. You didn’t think that I’d forget, did you?”
 
   “Not really, but thanks anyway. See you later then,” Tundra said and trotted away.
 
   Savannah had met Tundra long before shi had formalised hir mating with Willow, so accepting Tundra’s offer had not been a problem at all, especially since foxtaurs often indulged in recreational sex as a form of socialising. Although Savannah only accepted some of the offers of sex, shi had never knocked back Tundra even after getting mated. Shi rather liked the buxom and cuddly Polari, and found hir feminine personality a nice counterpoint to hir own more masculine bias. Shi had gotten to know the Polari very well that first night that they had spent together. Tundra had told hir that shi had been attracted to Savannah’s sexy long legs, and had given hir the nickname ‘Leggy” that evening. Savannah had found hir to be a charming and pleasant host. Tundra always served hir an excellent meal, and hir bedding was delightfully warm and soft. All Tundra ever asked for in return was a night of love-making, and Savannah had to admit that it was an awfully good bargain.
 
   When the last of the trading was done, Savannah packed up. Shi coaxed Tweet out from its warm bird cage and then headed to Tundra’s den with the avian wrapped in hir hands to keep it warm. Shi stepped inside Tundra’s den knowing that shi need not announce hirself, and released Tweet who flew to the top of a nearby cupboard, up where it was warmest, fluffed up its feathers, then seemed to settle down to sleep. Mishka looked up at the avian from under the table in a manner that suggested that the dog was amused at the bird before settling down to napping again.
 
   “It looks like Tweet isn’t interested in my cooking,” Tundra said with a smile, indicating the pots and pans on the stove with the wooden spoon that shi was holding.
 
   “From the aroma, I’d say that it’s Tweet’s loss. Is that Marzuk steak cooking?”
 
   “Yep. Just brought it in yesterday. I caught it early, so I was able to spend extra time doing my Corps chores.”
 
   Tundra’s professional job was as a climatologist, much like Savannah’s mate. Shi pursued the long-term trends though, frequently taking ice cores from ancient glaciers and other ice fields to study the secrets locked within. This took hir over a wide territory, but that suited hir as shi was also one of the clan’s best hunter-rangers. The need to travel great distances for the Corps meant that shi had the use of a snow-mobile, but that was also extremely handy when it came to hauling back the large game. By spreading out the hunting over a much larger area, the foxtaurs were able to lessen their impact on the environment, and get a good supply of meat at the same time, which meant a win all around. There was one other thing that the Polari found time to do though.
 
   “So, did you bring back any interesting specimens for me this time?” Savannah asked.
 
   “Don’t I always?” Tundra replied as shi hauled out a box. In it were hundreds of samples of leaves and twigs, plus some insects that fed upon them, and a few other assorted creatures. Although Savannah’s field was primarily plant life, shi always made sure that shi had a good knowledge of the animal species that interacted with them to get a more complete picture of the plant’s needs and defences. Pennanttails for example were the Fire Berry bush’s chief means of propagation; the indigestible seed within being deposited far and wide by the avians who loved the juicy fruit. All the samples had meticulous notes on when and where they had been gathered. Tundra had been gathering these samples for Savannah ever since their first meeting, never asking for recompense, which was another reason why Savannah could never say no to Tundra. After a cursory inspection, Savannah put them aside to be stowed on hir cart in the morning. Shi barely had time to clean up before the Polari served dinner. Tundra had a special sauce that shi had created to bring out the full flavour of the marzuk steak, and it was absolutely delicious.
 
   After the meal, Savannah helped Tundra clean up, and then they both settled down with a hot drink to have some conversation. When they were both done with updating each other on news and other mutual interests, Tundra led Savannah to the bedding where they made love for about an hour.
 
   While they were resting after one energetic bout, Savannah asked, “Have you thought about starting a family yet? All your peers seem to have one or two kits already.”
 
   Tundra replied, “Not yet, but perhaps soon. I’ve been enjoying my current lifestyle too much to want to change, especially when you keep visiting on a regular basis.”
 
   “Well I did mean mating with a Polari; I wasn’t offering myself,” Savannah said with a grin.
 
   Tundra returned the grin. “Why not? The kit’s breed is always gene-locked to the mother, so if we had a child, shi would be a Polari also. No Veldt kit shivering in the snow!”
 
   Suddenly Savannah realised that Tundra was quite serious about that possibility. “But I’m already mated, and I don’t have the time to spare to be with the child.”
 
   “You know quite well that we Polari don’t mate like you do. You could be my choice of sire, but after that the kit would get all the love and support that shi needs from the clan. Your job as sire would be done.”
 
   “That’s not how I feel about it though. I want to be involved in the raising of any kits that I sire.”
 
   “Who says you would ever know? One of these visits I might be on heat and simply let you do the deed without ever telling you.”
 
   Savannah knew that it wasn’t an empty threat. Normally one foxtaur could scent when another was on heat, but the Polari always smelled strongly feminine to hir and shi couldn’t accurately judge their state of fertility. They could tell between themselves though. “Oh, come on! Surely you would tell me something that important?”
 
   Tundra just gave Savannah a sly smile, then turned to present hir fem sex to the Veldt Foxtaur. “Maybe I’m on heat right now, or maybe I’m just horny. Either way, I want you in me right now, Leggy.”
 
   Savannah rolled hir eyes. Shi was sure that Tundra was just teasing hir now, but in future shi could never be certain. Shi took the pragmatic view though and went with the flow. That was the way the Polari did things, and nothing that shi did was likely to change anything.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   In the morning, shi breakfasted with Tundra and made hir farewells. After dealing with a couple of last-moment customers, shi then continued on hir journey. Shi had to bundle up against the frosty morning air, with the addition of legwarmers to help hir get started. Soon though they came off and shi unbuttoned hir jacket as the exertion of towing the cart warmed hir up. Once back on the main road, shi continued in a westerly direction. This led to another mountain pass, a slightly higher one this time, and requiring a very winding route to get to it. In fact it was midday before shi started descending again into a very different landscape. The second range of mountains robbed the remainder of moisture in the air that the first had not claimed, so it was very dry on this side of the mountain. Also, as shi got lower, the temperature climbed rapidly. Long before the road started levelling out onto the steppe, Savannah had stripped off all hir clothing and put on hir hat, and shi panted rapidly to help cool hirself. Shi paused for a while under the shade of hir cart’s awning to rest and rehydrate, then continued on to hir goal – a green patch that shi had glimpsed from a high vantage point on hir downward trek.
 
   These steppe lands started off as treeless grasslands near the mountains where some snow-melt and a small fraction of rain still managed to provide enough moisture for plant-life, but soon segued into sandy desert, devoid of all but the most hardy life. Cactus-like plants dotted the otherwise unobstructed scenery as Savannah traversed the almost totally flat road. Fortunately the road was kept clear of sand drifts, so Savannah did not have to exert hirself needlessly to deal with them. Nevertheless shi was glad when, a couple of hours later, shi finally reached the oasis that was created by natural springs fed by water from the mountains. Around the large body of pure water were stands of palm-like trees, with the huts of hir next customers built in their shade. This was an encampment of a band of Desert Breed Stellar Foxtaurs. They were nomadic like the Veldts, but Savannah had checked to ensure that they would be there when shi had made hir itinerary. Most were sheltering from the afternoon heat, but one of them wearing their trademark ‘coolie’ hat came over to meet Savannah. The Desert Breed Stellars were based on the fennec fox, and their exceptionally large ears poked through holes in the hats, helping to cool the foxtaur. Shi had a plain sandy-coloured coat with only a couple of dark smudges that distinguished hir from others. In fact it was usually easier to tell the Deebees apart by scent rather than sight, but Savannah recognised this one before shi could smell hir.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “Ho! Well met, Zephyr!” Savannah called.
 
   “Welcome, Savannah,” Zephyr replied. “I hope that your journey was pleasant.” Shi stepped up to the trader to exchange arm clasps, hir head craning up to meet Savannah’s eyes. The Desert Breed were the smallest of the Stellars, and the Veldt Breed the tallest, so the two made a bizarre contrast.
 
   “Once it finally got started, it was,” Savannah told hir. “I’ll explain later. Right now I would like to park my cart and myself in a bit of shade.”
 
   “Of course, take your time. Not much will be happening until the worst of the heat has passed. We can talk while you rest.”
 
   Savannah found a suitable spot under the palm trees. Shi positioned the cart so that the solar panels got as much light as possible while shading the rest of the cart to keep the temperature down. Shi needed plenty of power to operate the cooler that was keeping the perishables from perishing, especially things like the chocolates. If the cooler failed, all shi would have left in this weather would be chocolate soup!
 
   Savannah found Zephyr lounging in the shade of the awning in front of hir tent with hir two mates, Sirocco and Mirage. Like the other Stellar Breeds, the Deebees had their foibles, and with them it was their penchant for almost always forming triads. They felt that it was the ideal mating arrangement for herms, but while Savannah didn’t disagree with them, shi was satisfied with a single mate. They offered hir chilled fruit juice and chatted for a while before they decided to get back to work. After all, it was only Spring and not that hot as yet. Of course a breed adapted to desert conditions would be a lot more comfortable in the heat than Savannah!
 
   Zephyr’s clan consisted mostly of geologists, mining engineers and related professions. These desert sands were particularly rich in minerals, and the foothills also had several mines in operation. Their group mostly did surveys and assessments though, and so kept on the move, hence their nomadic lifestyle. They might not be back here for another year. However, other Deebee tribes had more permanent settlements close to the mines. Zephyr always maintained that their free lifestyle was better than that of those living in the settlements though, and Hotwind and Chillnight were ardent supporters of this viewpoint.
 
   Savannah was just grateful they were here at this time. If they had been encamped elsewhere, shi would have had to camp here alone overnight. The next settlement was further away than shi could travel before sunset, and shi liked the hospitality of the Deebees, especially after the arduous trip over the mountains. The afternoon sun was also strength-sapping for foot-travel in the afternoon, but it wasn’t a hindrance to doing some brisk trading. Shi had also brought along an order of art supplies. One of the Deebees was quite an accomplished artist, and shi often used local materials for pigments, but still required canvas and brushes besides other media. Savannah took a couple of hir paintings on consignment to sell for more art supplies on the next trip.
 
   With hir business done, Savannah took the opportunity to take a siesta in the shade until the clan finished work for the day, and then shi joined them in a communal feast. As the evening brought the temperature down, the clan really burst into life, and there was much singing and dancing. Savannah was dragged into a dance too, and although shi felt a bit silly as a giant amongst pygmies, shi nevertheless had a lot of fun. Eventually Savannah had to beg off from sheer fatigue, and Zephyr and hir denmates invited the trader to join them, reassuring hir that they were only interested in sleep also. Savannah reckoned that they got a kick out of snuggling up to a foxtaur nearly twice their size, but shi had to admit to hirself that shi found them irresistibly cute too.
 
   Another reason for getting to bed as soon as possible was so that Savannah could get an early start in the morning to beat the heat, a common practice amongst the Deebees also. Hotwind had beaten Savannah to rising and offered hir some breakfast which Savannah gladly accepted. The whole clan was up and about before shi was ready to leave, so shi made a lot of goodbyes before hitching up hir cart and departing in the dim false dawn light, with the excitable Deebees forming an impromptu farewell parade out of it.
 
   The desert road remained flat, and Savannah set hirself a fast pace. The scenery was pretty dull though, so shi had hir music going full blast to keep hirself entertained. The road was also used by mining vehicles though, so shi was occasionally startled by them roaring past from behind, unheard until then due to being drowned out by the music. The ones coming towards hir were spotted long before they got to hir though, and shi exchanged cheery waves with the drivers. One even pulled over, wanting to buy some sugarstalks from the trader. Savannah was happy to oblige but worried about how low hir stocks were getting.
 
   As cool as the night had been, it didn’t take long for the desert to warm up, and before long Savannah was forced to slow down to cope with the heat. About an hour later, shi pulled into another oasis, this time presently uninhabited. However there was a large pool of cool water, and the run-off formed a long strip of healthy green vegetation until the last of it soaked into the ground some distance away. Because the water was constantly being replenished at a much more rapid rate than the other oasis, Savannah was able to do something here that shi had been unable to do back there. Liberating hirself from the cart’s harness, shi took a running leap into the water. The shock of the cold water made hir gasp, but shi quickly adjusted and luxuriated in its refreshing embrace. When shi had cooled off enough, shi climbed out of the pool, water streaming from hir fur. Shi joined Tweet under the shade of a tree to dry off and take a nap.
 
   Hir watch told hir that shi had been asleep for about half an hour, which meant that shi still had plenty of time left to use for travel. Shi considered hir options. Despite the good time that shi had made so far, shi had no chance of making hir next goal, but shi could make a detour to one of the nearer mining settlements. On the other hand, those large settlements were usually well serviced with their own general stores, and shi was unlikely to do much in the way of sales, but at least shi would have some company. Then there were the biological samples that shi had been accumulating. Shi made hir decision and spent the rest of the day examining, classifying and making records. Then, as the sun set, shi rigged hir cart with the curtains that made it into a makeshift tent and then cooked a meal. With only Tweet for company, shi dined in silence and watched the stars come out. The pristine skies were unaffected by any light pollution, and the heavens blazed in glory. Shi sought out the constellation that held a minor yellow dwarf star named Sol around which orbited a rocky and wet planet named Earth.
 
   “That’s where I come from, Tweet,” shi said as shi pointed it out. The bird had fallen asleep though and didn’t respond. It didn’t matter to Savannah though because it was just a trivial fact to hir. Arisia was home now, and shi had no desire whatsoever to return to Earth. Shi cleared up hir dinner stuff and settled down to sleep. Tomorrow would be another early start and shi needed hir rest, but hir bedding felt just that little bit empty.
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   Savannah got off to another pre-dawn start. As cold as the desert night was, shi knew that shi would not have much time before the temperature climbed back to the uncomfortable side of warm. Four hours travel saw the road turn southwards and head into the hills. This spur of the large ranges that shi had crossed two days previously was not as high as they had been, but certainly high enough to bring the temperature down considerably, so Savannah managed to escape the worst of that day’s desert heat. Shi was leaving Deebee territory now and entering the realm of the Mountain Breed Stellars. The road led to a major mine that was being developed, ready to be ramped up to full production when the first wave of colonists were allowed to settle. Although the road was well made, it wasn’t very wide due to the steepness of the slopes. On two occasions, shi was nearly run off the road by trucks being driven a bit too fast for the winding route, and shi yelled obscenities after the offending drivers. However in the end shi knew that it was pointless because the Mountaineer foxtaurs were notorious for their macho personalities, and their driving tended to reflect that.
 
   It was late afternoon when shi finally reached the Mount Claymore community, although it wasn’t exactly obvious because the Mountaineers utilised caves or mines for their dens. Despite their major occupation, they were still foxtaurs with their innate love of nature, and the environment was kept as clean and natural as possible. The thing that gave it away the most was the sheer number of Mountaineers going about their business. Even their vehicles were parked in caverns carved out specifically for that reason.
 
   Savannah trotted into the centre of their community, waving to a few familiar faces, responding to the occasional good-natured jibe, and generally making as much fuss as shi could to advertise hir presence. As always, the kits were the first to mob hir. They tended to be more rambunctious than the other breeds, and a couple of adults had to rein them in a bit while shi doled out the treats. After the kits were dealt with, the usual trading began. Hir approach to sales was slightly different due to the differing psychology of the mountaineers. Their temperament tended to match their environment – rough and hard. Their sense of humour tended to be a little crude, and a few got a little over-familiar with their touches, but overall they were straightforward and honest to the point of bluntness. They also loved chocolate, and a large portion of Savannah’s stocks disappeared in just that one trading session. However, shi had been counting on that when shi had ordered hir stock.
 
   Business had been excellent, and Savannah was packing up when shi was approached by one of the Mountaineers whom shi only knew in passing.
 
   “Is there anything that I can do for you, Strata?” Savannah asked.
 
   “I have a business proposition for you, Trader. Would you care to discuss it with me over dinner at my den?”
 
   A rumble in hir stomachs reminded Savannah that shi hadn’t had a chance to eat since shi’d arrived. “Sounds like a good idea to me. If you’ll just give me a minute to finish packing up, we can go straight to your den after that.”
 
   “No problem,” Strata replied. “I’m in no hurry.”
 
   Much practice enabled Savannah to finish up quickly, then shi pulled the cart over near Strata’s den and parked it securely. Shi followed Strata up a flagstone pathway to the artificial cave that was hir home. 
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   Carved deep into solid rock, it was secure and naturally temperature-controlled. It was sparsely furnished, which was probably just as well because it seemed to also double as hir workplace, and large areas were taken up by equipment and rock samples. Hir living area showed a casual clutter of items, but hir workbench was scrupulously clean and organised. At a guess, Savannah reckoned that it showed an excessive attention to hir work over hir personal life. The Veldter also noticed one other oddity.
 
   “Isn’t there anyone else living here?” Savannah asked.
 
   “Not for a while, no. It’ll be just us for dinner,” Strata replied.
 
   That was highly unusual. Foxtaurs were highly gregarious, the Marine Breed especially so, but the Mountain Breed wasn’t an exception. Why was this one seemingly living alone? Savannah didn’t want to seem nosy though, so shi didn’t query hir host directly.
 
   Strata took a couple of steaks from the refrigerator and some fresh vegetables from the pantry. As shi prepared the food, the pair chatted.
 
   “I’m a mining engineer,” Strata began. “My main task has been to identify ore deposits within these ranges along with the geologists, then work out the best and the safest way to extract them. While making a test bore one day, I made the discovery of a lifetime.”
 
   “And that is what involves me?” guessed Savannah.
 
   “Exactly. Look in that wooden jewel box to your left,” instructed Strata as shi started the steamer to cook the vegetables.
 
   The box was only about fifteen by ten by six centimetres, but it had intricately carved panels. “This is very pretty. Who made it?” Savannah enquired.
 
   “A former companion of mine. Shi gave it to me when shi left.”
 
   Savannah sensed a lot of sadness in hir answer, so shi didn’t press the point. Shi lifted the lid and looked inside, and was startled to realise that there was light coming from within. It wasn’t much, but against the black velvet lining, it made the stones inside stand out. Savannah looked more closely and determined that the light was indeed coming from within the stones, and wasn’t in fact just a trick of reflection. Shi took out one of the pea-sized stones and examined it. It was crystalline with a faint rose tint, rather pretty by itself, but it was the glow from within that made it unique and exceptionally beautiful. “What are these?” shi asked Strata.
 
   “I call them starstones. The basic crystal would be very similar to a ruby, but they contain impurities that cause the glow. We still haven’t figured out exactly what and how though because it would involve destruction of the gem.”
 
   “I predict that they’ll be the next big thing in jewellery,” Savannah said as shi tried to appraise their value.
 
   Strata nodded. “I do too, and I’m trying to sell as many of these as soon as possible.”
 
   “Before they start replicating them and kill their value?” Savannah guessed.
 
   Strata grinned. “No. There’s some unstable element in them, and replicators won’t work on unstable elements. The result is either a dead stone or a failure to replicate.”
 
   Savannah immediately doubled hir estimate of their value, and even then reckoned that shi was being conservative. “Wow! These could make you rich if you have a good supply of them. Or are these all that there are?”
 
   “I’m still mining the vein that they came from,” Strata explained. “It looks as if there are still a lot more to be found, and the vein is pretty long. However that vein might well be unique on this planet, and once it runs out, that’s all that there ever will be.”
 
   “It will be interesting to see how that works out. So what did you have in mind for me?”
 
   Strata finished hir food preparations and left the steaks cooking as shi brought over a couple of mugs of hot tea. Handing one to Savannah, shi said, “As I mentioned, I want to sell them fast, and I would like you to see if there is any interest among the other clans with whom you deal on your itinerary. I already have an agent for my off-world sales, but those will take time.”
 
   “What’s the big rush? This is going to set you up for life. A few more months won’t matter.”
 
   “Because I want to buy out my contract and go back to Earth as soon as possible,” Strata answered.
 
   Savannah was surprised. Those Stellars who weren’t interested in pioneering a new world had long left the Star Corps program. “Why now, may I ask?”
 
   “You noticed that I live alone,” Strata answered obtusely.
 
   “Yes, and I don’t understand why you are doing so.”
 
   “I don’t want to, but I have worn out the tolerance of all those with whom I’ve had a relationship, and I am sick of being alone,” Strata said sadly.
 
   Savannah felt that shi was treading on a sensitive issue. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
 
   Strata shook hir head. “No, it’s not as if it’s a big secret. This whole clan knows at least. You see, on a world full of bisexual herms, I’m straight.”
 
   “Straight? How’s that?” asked Savannah in puzzlement.
 
   “I’m only sexually interested in my male side. Even the most female-biased Stellar is still interested in hir male side, but I found that I couldn’t respond to that, so eventually all my partners left me.”
 
   “What about when you go on heat? Surely you must feel the urge then?” Savannah asked incredulously.
 
   “I must admit that at its peak, the hormones get me in the mood in spite of everything, but two days every three months is not enough to save a relationship, believe me,” Strata said fervently.
 
   “Oh, yeah. I’m a little male-biased, but my mate would kill me if I tried to stick to male sex only. Not that I’d want to! Anyway, I’m guessing that you don’t expect to find your opposite on this world, hence your need to go back to Earth in the hope of finding a suitable mate there.”
 
   “You got it,” admitted Strata. “I really like it here on Arisia, but I can’t make a life here. The starstones are my ticket to happiness, and the sooner the better. I’m going crazy being by myself all the time.”
 
   The Mountaineer got up to attend to the food. Savannah’s eyes followed hir as shi walked over to the cooker. Savannah had to admit that Strata was a handsome foxtaur and, being well into hir female phase, also sexually attractive, but shi couldn’t even imagine wanting to only ever be on the receiving end of sexual intercourse with hir. Strata was certainly in an invidious position.
 
   “OK, so did you want to sell me some starstones which I will try to sell to the other clans, or did you want me to get orders for them as your agent?” Savannah asked.
 
   “Take orders,” answered Strata as shi served the food onto plates. “I will be shipping this lot out, but I will soon have some more extracted and polished. All you would have to do for me is to take a sample with you, and the customers can contact me directly if they’re interested. For that, I will pay you a commission for every sale.” Shi brought the plates and utensils over to the table.
 
   “Sounds good to me, and that food smells really good too. I’ve got quite an appetite!” Savannah said enthusiastically.
 
   “Eat hearty!” Strata urged with a grin.
 
   Both foxtaurs ate heartily, and they negotiated the amount of the commission and the terms of the deal between mouthfuls of steak and vegetables. After the meal, they wrote the details of the deal into a PADD and digitally signed it. Then they relaxed over coffee and light conversation.
 
   Finally it was time to retire. Savannah was always prepared to sleep in hir cart tent, but rarely needed to as shi was usually invited to join with others in a communal sleep. Shi strongly suspected that Strata would not only do so, but ask for a little more. Shi was going to be shocked at how badly shi underestimated the situation.
 
   Strata blurted out, “If I give you a starstone, would you let me have sex with you tonight without swapping roles?”
 
   “What?!” Savannah wasn’t shocked to be asked for sex. Casual intercourse was hardly uncommon amongst all the breeds of foxtaurs, and heaven knew shi’d had plenty of lovers on hir travels. No, it was being offered a bribe for it that badly upset hir. “Who do you think I am? A travelling prostitute? I don’t want your damn starstone!”
 
   Strata looked distraught and buried hir face in hir hands in humiliation. “Oh God! What have I done? That was so stupid of me! I’ve been slowly going nuts over this and I’ve finally cracked.” Shi looked up and there were tears freely flowing. “Please forgive me. I must have been crazy to think that I could ever buy sex. I’m so sorry!”
 
   Savannah wanted to maintain hir outrage, but seeing Strata so utterly stricken made hir wonder how shi would deal with the loneliness and isolation that Strata’s condition created for hir. Also it would be hypocritical of Savannah to deny that shi’d had some sexual attraction and the expectation of being asked. And, damn it, shi was feeling horny! Hir heat was getting close and shi was more than in the mood. If only Strata hadn’t tried to bribe hir!
 
   “Gah! I gotta get some fresh air!” Savannah declared and stalked out of the den. The chill of the night air was like a slap in the face after the warmth of the den though, and shi rapidly calmed down. Shi took deep breaths and tried to think clearly. Only then did shi realise something that shi had been unconsciously ignoring up until then – Strata was in rut. No wonder the pressure had gotten so much more than shi could bear and clouded hir thinking. Between Strata’s extreme male swing and Savannah’s strongly female one, it must have been pounding hir relentlessly. That made Savannah the trigger for this unfortunate event, but even so Strata should have just asked first instead of trying to bribe the Veldter. That still rankled hir in spite of the extenuating circumstances. Shi was a trader in goods, not sex!
 
   Shi walked around the village until shi had completely calmed down, the cold night air cooling the fire of hir anger. Shi realised that shi had two choices – reject Strata and spend the night in hir tent, or do Strata a favour and enjoy the comfort of a warm den. The prospect of staying alone in a cold tent wasn’t attractive though, and in the end shi couldn’t think of punishing Strata further by denying hir something that shi so obviously needed.
 
   When Savannah re-entered the den, shi found Strata exactly where shi had left hir, looking totally woebegone. Shi looked up at Savannah and the tear-soaked fur was obvious. There was no hope in those sorrowful eyes, and Savannah wondered if shi had totally succumbed to despair yet.
 
   “Strata, I can’t easily forgive you for the insult, but I think that I understand the desperation, therefore I am consenting to having sex with you as you prefer. But damn it, this had better be the best sex that I’ve had all year!”
 
   Strata looked incredulous. “Really? You will? After what I did, I thought that you would leave for certain. I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you’re doing this for me. Thank you! Thank you!”
 
   “No more talk, Strata. Let’s do the deed and maybe get you back to being more level-headed instead of being strung out on hormones.”
 
   Strata didn’t argue, and Savannah didn’t fool about. Strata’s first mounting had an edge of desperation about it, and was hardly the best that Savannah ever had, but then again shi hardly expected it to be at first. After Strata’s initial climax though, Savannah controlled the encounter for the greater pleasure of both. By the end, Strata was doing a very creditable job of pleasuring Savannah, and the last of hir bad mood had evaporated.
 
   After hir final climax, Strata rolled off Savannah and sprawled on hir back, tongue lolling, utterly spent.
 
   “You look worn out,” Savannah commented.
 
   “I had a lot of energy to burn off, and I used it all tonight. Thank you again.”
 
   “You’re welcome, but what are you going to do next time?”
 
   Strata grinned. “I hope that I will have bought out my contract before my next rut. I have enough self-control at other times. It’s at times like these though that I wonder why the genetic engineers gave us these strong male and female sexual cycles. Sometimes I feel like little more than an animal at the mercy of my hormones.”
 
   “I know the major reason for that,” Savannah said.
 
   Strata raised an eyebrow. “Do tell,” shi urged.
 
   “It goes back to the 21st Century and the increasing affluence of the humans. Where once upon a time it was normal for a couple to have two, three, or even more children, it became more prevalent for them to only have one or even none. The social and economic pressures had changed so that as affluence increased, the birth-rate decreased. It was the declining human population versus the increasing anthro population that was one of the major factors in the Gene Wars. Then after the war, they started producing new anthros to help rebuild the world, and they needed them to want to produce more children quickly to help with that task. Nowadays, it’s a combination of those factors – they want us to build up our numbers, and they don’t want us to go the way that humans did when they got too affluent. I’m not saying that it’s a perfect solution, and the gender imbalance amongst non-Stellar foxtaurs is an example of things not going quite right, but overall it does achieve its goal. The chakats have made social sex virtually an art form. I’ve never heard of one having your problem though. I’m guessing that their empathic sharing might make a big difference in their case.”
 
   “So basically I’m a glitch in the system,” Strata concluded. Shi sighed. “I suppose that I can’t blame them for not being perfect. If they’d waited for that, we might never have existed, and I am quite fond of being alive despite my problems. I’ll find my solution, but I’m betting that it won’t be on this world.”
 
   “Cheer up, Strata. They say that variety is the spice of life, and I’m sure that there must be someone out there who will like you exactly as you are. Just wait and see.”
 
   “That’s what I am counting on, Savannah,” Strata said fervently.
 
   They went to bed straight after that. Savannah was happy to be able to snuggle up to Strata instead of being alone in hir tent. Strata was ecstatic to have company again, even if it was just for one night, and found it a bit hard to get to sleep in spite of hir tiredness. In the morning, Savannah indulged in a late start, and even encouraged Strata to have one last fling while shi had the chance. The Mountaineer eagerly accepted the offer as hir rut was still pressuring hir, and shi didn’t know if shi’d get another opportunity to work it off. Then shi made breakfast for them both, humming happily to hirself. Savannah was quite pleased with the final outcome, and regretted that this could be the last time that shi might see the odd Mountaineer.
 
   As Savannah took hir leave, Strata handed hir a small box. “Here’s the sample starstone. Let me know what interest there is amongst the other clans as soon as possible, please.”
 
   “I’ll do that. Farewell, Strata,” Savannah said, clasping forearms with hir.
 
   Savannah didn’t quite leave immediately. A few Mountaineers who hadn’t been around last evening stopped hir to buy some goods, especially the chocolate. Savannah was happy that hir investment was paying off so soon. It was late morning before shi got under way, but hir next stop was a day and a half away. So shi would have to camp overnight in any case.
 
   Savannah’s route wound through a long valley before it climbed over a saddle in the ranges. Thereafter it was mostly downhill which was a good thing because this road was not sealed, and it was harder to pull the cart over it. All the mining vehicles used the main route in the opposite direction, back to the port city. This road was primarily just used to access the forests to the south, and it was little used. However, it was also the quickest way to get to hir next destination – a village of the Forest Breed clan.
 
   Another reason for delays was that shi was now coming back into territory for which shi was partly responsible in hir job as a biologist, and that meant frequent stops at various test sites along the way. It would have been even longer except that shi coordinated hir efforts with one of the Forester biologists.
 
   Soon after hir descent of the ranges had started, shi had encountered evergreen trees, similar to Terran redwoods. The further down that shi went, the taller that they grew. Shi was now back on the side of the mountains that got regular rainfall, and the area teemed with life, both vegetable and animal, and shi loved the sights and smells. When it came time to camp for the night, even though shi only had Tweet for company, shi did not feel alone because shi had the sense of all the native life about hir. Sometimes though, some of those natives were a little too inquisitive, so shi made sure that hir tent was properly sealed before shi went to sleep.
 
   Savannah woke to the sound of gentle rain on hir tent. Rather than try to prepare a meal on a fire, shi opted for one of hir pre-prepared food packs which shi ate in the tent. After donning rain gear, shi then packed up and went on hir way. Waiting out the rain was not an option this time. Shi wanted to reach the Forester’s village before sunset, and besides this rain was nothing compared to the downpours that had delayed hir departure from home. The rain stopped about mid-morning and left the forest smelling fresh and vital. Savannah loved this smell, and had at one time considered settling there. The lack of enough space to have a good run had been the deciding factor though. Only the road gave hir that sense of freedom that the forest could not.
 
   The path wound around forest giants and dense stands of other smaller trees, doing as little harm to the environment as possible. Occasionally it crossed a stream, but all but the smallest were bridged, so Savannah did not have to worry about fording them. Shi was enjoying hir travel so much that shi almost forgot to stop and have lunch. Tweet kept disappearing into the forest for long periods, then came back with something in its beak which it dropped on the collection tray. Savannah had long since stopped worrying that the little avian would lose hir. Many journeys had proven that Tweet always seemed to know how to find hir sooner or later.
 
   It was nearly an hour before sunset when a voice hidden in the trees called out to hir.
 
   “Halt! Who goes there? Be ye friend or foe?”
 
   Savannah brought hir cart to a halt. “Maybe a bit of both,” shi replied.
 
   “Ooh! Kinky! I like that,” said a Forest Breed Stellar as shi leapt down out of the branches, bounded up to Savannah, grabbed hir around the waist, and then pulled hir head down to plant a big kiss on hir muzzle.
 
   Savannah responded to the kiss in kind, then said, “You’ve been watching too many classic vids, Umbra.”
 
   Umbra grinned. “They’re a lot of fun, ’Vanna. Besides, now that you’re here, I’ve got something to do besides watching the classics.
 
   Savannah glared down at Umbra good-naturedly. The Forester was typical of hir kind which were the second-smallest of the Stellar Breeds, so Savannah was about forty centimetres taller than hir. Shi had dark grey fur on hir back and flanks, and light warm grey fur on hir belly, breasts, neck, throat, inner legs, paws and hands. They were demarked by a line of bright red fur that also covered hir ears. Hir headfur was the same colour and was practically long enough to qualify as hair. Shi was perhaps one of the prettiest foxtaurs on the planet, but shi also had the distinction of being Savannah’s long-time Companion.
 
   “You still haven’t gotten yourself another permanent Companion, have you?” Savannah asked.
 
   Umbra shrugged. “If you’ve found the best, why look for another?”
 
   Savannah sighed as shi started up hir cart again with Umbra trotting along by hir side. “You know that I need to spend as much time as I can with Willow and Grass-stalk. I can’t be there for you.”
 
   “You can give me a kit to fill in the time between visits,” Umbra replied.
 
   “Umbra, we’ve gone over this a dozen times – I had to make a choice between you and Willow, and I chose to denmate with hir.”
 
   “And I’ve always disagreed with you. You could have had us both. Still can. Makers know that Willow has never objected. How is shi anyway?”
 
   “Shi’s doing fine, and shi sent you a gift which I’ll dig out for you later, but don’t change the subject. You know that we Veldts tend to go for single matings.”
 
   “Only most of the time, and we Foresters do whatever suits us. Nobody would think twice about you taking me for a part-time denmate. You’re already my regular Companion.”
 
   “There’s a big difference, and you know it.”
 
   “Of course I do, which is why I want to formally mate with you and have your child.”
 
   “And what about the kit?” demanded Savannah. “Shi’d not have hir sire around for most of the time. And how would shi feel about having a Veldt Breed for a sire?”
 
   “Same as I would feel about me having one for a denmate – shi’d love it! Of course, being gene-locked to the mother’s breed means that shi would be a Forester also, so shi’d fit right in, and the clan crèche would give hir all the love and attention shi would need, just like any other kit. It seems to me that every objection that you have is irrelevant.”
 
   “Is my relationship with Willow irrelevant also?” Savannah asked with a frown.
 
   “Damn it! I’d mate with hir too in a triad if shi was interested, but even so it would make little difference. You both already spend lots of time apart, and the time that you spend here with me changes nothing. Mating with me would take nothing from hir, but would give me so much more. I’ve loved you for as long or longer than Willow. I just don’t understand why you can’t see that.”
 
   Savannah remained silent for a while. Every visit it became harder for hir to refute Umbra’s statements, especially the last. Shi had known Umbra since their days together at the academy back on Terra, and shi had very seriously been considering formally mating with hir before accepting Willow’s proposal instead. Finally shi said, “I’m just not sure whether I can commit to more.”
 
   “Is that why you haven’t borne a kit yet too?” Umbra asked pointedly.
 
   That stung Savannah, more so because shi suspected it might be true. Nevertheless shi replied, “I told Willow that I would do so, and I really want to. I just would prefer to do it at the most convenient time.”
 
   “There isn’t a convenient time when it comes to kits, but there’s a right time. Even though I haven’t had one of my own yet, even I know that. Kits are a lot of work as well as a source of joy, which I know full well from my times spent in the crèche, and that sort of thing isn’t going to be nicely timetabled. You’re still using your work as an excuse. Well I’m busy too, but I’m ready to be a mother. If you aren’t, you should never have made that promise to Willow.”
 
   
  
 

“That’s enough, Umbra!” Savannah said crossly.
 
   “No it’s not, ’Vanna. Your lack of commitment to me may be frustrating, but to Willow it’s a slap in the face.”
 
   Savannah trotted on in sullen silence, with Umbra working hard to match the long-legged foxtaur’s pace. Eventually Savannah said, “How long were you waiting for me back there?”
 
   Umbra realised that Savannah had firmly closed the previous subject, and shi sighed. ‘At least I got much further with hir this time,’ shi thought to hirself. “Not long,” shi answered. “I checked with the Portmaster to confirm that you’d departed and figured that you’d be here about now. I just occupied myself with a few small jobs until I heard you coming and scooted up a tree. Darn Tweet almost gave me away and spoiled the surprise.”
 
   “Heh! Tweet knows you too well.”
 
   “Yeah, otherwise your winged watchdog might not have hung around long enough to talk to me,” agreed Umbra.
 
   The two continued to talk about inanities until they reached the Forester’s village. The woods opened up on a stand of exceptionally tall trees that had to be centuries old. Built far up the trunks were platforms upon which were built the dome-like huts that served as dens, storage huts and workshops. The platforms had rope-rails around them, which Savannah had always considered terribly inadequate. The platforms were interconnected with bridges that usually consisted of little more than planks attached to two sturdy ropes. Only some of them had the rope-rails though, and nothing had ever persuaded Savannah to go out on one without them. Shi barely had the nerve to cross the biggest bridge complete with rope-rails, yet even the youngest Forester trotted across the swaying structures without a qualm. Of course their breed had been adapted to a forest environment, and climbing came easily to them, a fact immediately demonstrated by the kits as they spotted the trader approaching. Disdaining the ramps and ladders to the ground, they mostly skittered down the tree trunks like oversized squirrels, their modified paws and claws giving them a secure purchase on the rough bark. An additional set of limbs was also helpful for maintaining a grip, and Foresters had the strongest hands of any foxtaur, including the rugged Mountaineers.
 
   As always, Savannah was soon surrounded by kits eagerly awaiting the freebies that the tall trader would always give out. Fortunately shi also had chocolate to hand out to save hir limited remaining sugarstalks.
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   “You know where to find me when you’re finished,” Umbra told Savannah, then headed for a ladder. Savannah soon gave out the last of the treats, and then shooed the kits off, telling them to let their parents know that shi was here – their payment for the otherwise free gifts. There was a larger than average number of personal items also, so shi wanted to ensure that their recipients would collect them soon. Shi was about to set up hir main displays when two kits approached hir, one a couple of years older than the other.
 
   Savannah was about to hand out a couple of sugarstalks when shi paused and frowned. “Didn’t I already give you two your treats?”
 
   “Yeah,” admitted the older kit, “but we’d like to buy more.”
 
   “Well, that’s different. Have you got payment for them though?” Savannah asked.
 
   “We don’t have any money but…” The kit held up the odd bundle shi had in hir hands. It uncurled and two big eyes looked at the trader with a goofy grin on its face. “…we have this baby grawg we’d like to trade with you.”
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   Savannah’s smile froze on hir face. Baby grawgs were indeed cute, but they rapidly grew up into big lumbering beasts that the Foresters sometimes used as pack animals. However, the worst aspect was that they had a terrible odour as adults, and they were penned well away from the village for that reason.
 
   “Umm… I’m afraid that I don’t need a grawg at this time. I tell you what – I’ll give you the sugarstalks in exchange for something else that you can bring to me next time that I come around. Deal?”
 
   “OK!” the kit readily agreed.
 
   Savannah handed the sugarstalks to the kit who passed one on to hir younger companion. They trotted away, happily waving to the generous trader. Savannah had to admire the youngster’s budding trading instincts, and was glad that shi hadn’t had to resort to an outright rejection. Maybe they’d bring hir something useful next time; maybe they wouldn’t. At least shi wasn’t going to be stuck with a grawg!
 
   Trade was brisk, and those little luxuries that the foxtaurs couldn’t provide for themselves were in great demand. Savannah ran out of the sugarstalks, but not as quickly as shi had feared because the plentiful supply of a variety of chocolates drew away a lot of demand for the local treats. Shi also made sure to show the starstone sample. As hoped, there was a lot of interest, even more than shi had estimated. Shi handed out Strata’s contact details to perhaps a third of the villagers. Shi’d gotten one more surprise though when shi’s gotten out the starstone. Inside with it was a folded note which read – ‘This sample starstone is yours to keep, not as a bribe, but as a gift from an extremely grateful friend. Thank you again for everything. Strata.’
 
   Savannah still felt that it was excessively generous, but shi was nevertheless pleased to get it. It was a gorgeous gem, and shi planned to get it set in a pendant so shi could not only wear it, but be able to show it off at the same time.
 
   Sunset came and Savannah decided to close up for the night. Despite how busy it had been, from previous experience shi knew that there would be plenty more in the morning before a lot of the Foresters went about their normal business, so shi might as well rest up early. Besides, despite the lamps that were being lit, visibility down on the forest floor would soon be rather poor.
 
   After securing the cart came the part that shi dreaded – getting up to Umbra’s den. Like all the dwellings, it was perched on one of the high platforms away from almost any ground-based intruder, and the only access that a non-Forester could take was a ramp that wound around the largest tree that was roughly in the centre of the village. The good thing about it was that it was securely fastened to the tree trunk and did not sway like the rope bridges. The bad was that the Foresters saw no need for a handrail for such a strong construction. That was fine for them – they had excellent balance, no fear of heights, and were built for climbing, none of which were true for Savannah. Shi preferred all four paws on the solid ground. Shi mounted the ramp carefully, hugging the trunk for security. A Forester passed hir with a cheery greeting and a tinge of amusement at Savannah. Shi acknowledged it but kept hir eyes on the ramp until shi got to the platform. Then came the very worst part – crossing a bridge over to the platform on which Umbra’s den was located. Fortunately it was one of the biggest with rope rails, otherwise shi might never have gotten the nerve to cross it. Shi took a couple of deep breaths, summoned hir courage, took hold of the rope rail, and marched across, hir eyes firmly fixed on hir destination and never ever looking down. Intellectually shi knew it was perfectly safe, but hir instincts told hir that shi was out of hir element.
 
   Savannah made hir way over to the particular den that was Umbra’s, pushing aside the weather curtain to enter the small hut’s cosy quarters. Once shi was inside and couldn’t see that shi was way up a tree, shi felt secure again.
 
   Umbra smiled in greeting and said, “Braved the terrible heights once again, I see.”
 
   “Don’t mock me, Umbra, or one of these days I will find out what makes you nervous and tease you until you beg for mercy!” Savannah threatened.
 
   Umbra laughed. “OK, no more teasing. Dinner is almost ready. I’ve made the grilled chulat with morningay sauce that you liked so much the last time, but I have a side vegetable that I don’t think that you’ve tried before called a flant. The wit who discovered it said that it was such a fabulous plant, shi had to contract it to flant to make people remember it, so we’re stuck with the name. It does taste fabulous though.”
 
   “Sounds great,” Savannah said as shi poured some hot water from a steaming kettle into a pot wiith nerba leaves and let it brew. The drink had a taste that was best described as black tea crossed with cinnamon, and it was growing in popularity as more foxtaurs learned of it and tried it for themselves. When shi judged that the leaves had steeped long enough, Savannah poured the greeny-brown liquid into two mugs and passed one on to Umbra.
 
   “Thanks, love,” Umbra said, taking a sip of the hot brew. “If you can get the plates and cutlery out, this food will be ready to serve when you’re done.”
 
   Savannah did as shi was asked. This den was home away from home for hir, so shi knew where everything was kept. Umbra served up the food and they chatted about various things that had happened in the arboreal village since the trader had last visited.
 
   Savannah pushed back hir plate with a sigh of repletion. “That was excellent, Umbra. The flant certainly isn’t overrated. Have you got any more that I can take with me?”
 
   “I expected that you would want to, so I do have some packaged for you. It’s just come into season, so supplies should be plentiful reasonably soon. I just hope that it doesn’t get too popular too quickly though because we’ll need to cultivate it.”
 
   Savannah nodded. “I understand.” The Foresters had a unique way of cultivating plants that didn’t involve clearing any trees, but it did require more time to establish the aerial gardens.
 
   The two cleaned up the cooking utensils and dinnerware, and then they had the rest of the evening free. Savannah suddenly remembered the package that hir mate had asked hir to give to Umbra, and shi rummaged in the saddle-pack that shi had left by the door. Shi found it and held it up for Umbra to see. “This is what Willow sent you. I have no idea what’s in it though.”
 
   “Thanks!” Umbra took the package and slit open the paper covering with a claw. Inside was a box with a hinged lid, similar to the one that Strata had given Savannah, but a bit larger and painted instead of carved. Savannah still couldn’t see what was in it from where shi was standing, but Umbra pulled out a note that was sitting on top of the contents. Looking inside, Umbra’s eyes widened a bit in surprise. Shi then unfolded the note and silently read it. A smile grew on hir muzzle, then shi refolded the note and put it back in the box and closed the lid.
 
   “Aren’t you going to tell me what’s in the box?” Savannah asked.
 
   “Soon,” replied Umbra. “Right now though, I want to spend some serious cuddling time with you.”
 
   Savannah was quite agreeable to that, and the two were soon cuddling and kissing, and generally enjoying each other. Savannah said, “You’re on heat. So that’s why you were so keen to broach the subject of kits again.”
 
   “Yes I am, and there will never be a better time to do the deed, love,” Umbra confirmed.
 
   “Are we going to argue about this again?” Savannah asked resignedly.
 
   “No, but I am going to persuade you eventually,” Umbra replied confidently.
 
   “Not tonight, you’re not,” Savannah said firmly.
 
   “Oh? Well if you’re not going to mount me, I sure am going to mount you!” Umbra said with a mischievous grin.
 
   Savannah smiled back. “I’m getting close to my own heat, so that idea is quite attractive to me right now.”
 
   “Say no more. I’m going to fuck you silly!” Umbra declared.
 
   “I’m ready, hon,” Savannah said. After all the foreplay that they had done, that was a severe understatement.
 
   Umbra wasted no more time on talk, and shi let hir hands, paw and tail do the talking instead. Then shi slid hir rigid cock into Savannah’s vaginal embrace, and the two gasped in pleasure at their joining. Umbra did hir skilful best to raise Savannah close to peak, only to leave hir dangling at the precipice. After the third time that Umbra did this, Savannah cried out for release. Only then did Umbra bring hir to full orgasm, and hirself at the same time. Then shi did it again. And after that they were all over each other, kissing, stroking, petting, licking, hugging, sucking and thrusting. Savannah became so engrossed in their pleasuring that shi lost track of what exactly was happening, but shi eventually found another release, the throb of hir penis leaving hir panting in ecstasy. As shi came down from the heights though, shi suddenly realised hir situation – shi was mounted on Umbra and shi had just filled the Forester with hir semen.
 
   “What the…? Umbra, what have you done?” Savannah demanded.
 
   Umbra smiled back at Savannah contentedly. “Exactly what I told you that I would do.”
 
   Savannah was stunned. “You tricked me!”
 
   Umbra shook hir head. “No trick could have made you do what you just did. We just made sure that your subconscious would do the job that your conscious mind was refusing.”
 
   Savannah was brought up short by one word. “We? What do you mean by that?” Savannah asked in puzzlement.
 
   “We, as in Willow and I. Shi has been worried about your inability to commit and your consideration for others who have close relationships with you.”
 
   Savannah had been prepared to fly into righteous anger, but this news took the wind out of hir sails. “Willow said that?” shi asked disbelievingly.
 
   “More than that, dear,” Umbra said, reaching out for the box that Willow had sent to hir. Opening it, shi took out the contents and showed them to Savannah. They were a pair of mating bands, the kind that two foxtaurs exchanged when making vows of commitment to be denmates. “Willow said in hir note that maybe now you’d take hir seriously when shi tells you that you should have formalised our relationship long ago. Shi reiterated that shi had always expected us to be co-mates, but you seemed more focused on your trading and work than our needs. Maybe now you’ll believe us,” Umbra said as shi handed one of the bands to Savannah.
 
   Turning the mating band around in hir hand, Savannah saw how hir and Willow’s house colours had been interwoven with Umbra’s. There was absolutely no doubt as to what they were. Could shi have really been so blind? Was shi really that obsessed with hir work that shi had to be tricked into seeing the truth? Shi thought about the others that shi had met on this trip alone – Tundra, who planned to have a child without a mating commitment, was quite capable of doing so with the support of the clan, just as Umbra intended to do, but Savannah hadn’t given Umbra the credit that shi had granted the Polari. Then there was Tempest – the busy Portmaster had found the time to be a mother twice and yet seemed to be thriving. Why couldn’t shi do the same?
 
   Looking up at Umbra, Savannah said, “It seems like I’ve been an utter idiot, and I’m sorry. Why would you want a fool like me?”
 
   “Because we love you, you idiot! Neither of us want more from you than we know that you can give. Just listen to us for a change.”
 
   Savannah nodded. “Then let’s do this properly. Umbra, will you be my denmate, to love and cherish, to grow and prosper together, to live our lives as one family with co-mates and children, til death do us part?”
 
   “I will, Savannah. Will you put your mates and children before all else for the greater good of the family, to grow rich with the blessings of our relationship, til death do us part?”
 
   “I will,” Savannah affirmed.
 
   “Then let us be joined as denmates from this point on,” Umbra declared, and they put the mating bands on each other’s arms. Then Umbra threw hir arms about Savannah and gave hir a passionate kiss.
 
   Eventually the two parted and Savannah said, “I’m still mad at you for tricking me though.”
 
   “I’ll live with the guilt,” Umbra declared unrepentantly.
 
   “That may be, but I want to do this properly, so let’s consummate our bond and make sure the job is done right.”
 
   “Sounds perfect to me!” Umbra said joyously.
 
   And that’s exactly what they did, and it was glorious.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   The newly-mated couple made love again in the morning before breakfasting. Savannah was feeling so good that shi managed the trip back down to the forest floor with only a few qualms. As expected, there were quite a large number of customers that morning, and business didn’t taper off until an hour before noon. When shi decided that shi was unlikely to get any more business, Savannah packed up quickly. Umbra came down to see hir off, but they spent several minutes kissing passionately before they finally reluctantly parted.
 
   “Come back soon” Umbra said.
 
   “You know that I always come back as soon as I can. Even with the added incentive, it will be hard to come much sooner.”
 
   “I know, but I will miss you even more now, my beloved denmate.”
 
   “I’ll call you on the comm more often. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing,” Savannah promised.
 
   “I’ll look forward to that. Safe journey, dear.”
 
   “Be well, love.” With that, Savannah hitched hirself to the cart and commenced hir journey home. A short whistle brought Tweet down from the tree canopy. The avian landed on the foxtaur’s shoulder, nuzzled hir cheek for a moment, and then flew off to its usual perch on the cart.
 
   Umbra’s eyes were moist with emotion as shi waved farewell as they turned a bend in the trail and disappeared from sight.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Savannah’s route took hir a lot further west before finally turning south. The forest started thinning until it opened out on the northern plains. Here shi camped, indulging in a large fire to cook a meal and to stave off the wintery chill. Shi had trotted at hir best speed for as long as possible before the lack of natural light made seeing the road too difficult, so shi had made the most of the half day that shi had for travel. The next day shi breakfasted on food that shi had prepared the previous evening, so shi wasted little time and was able to leave as soon as it was light enough. Three hours later, shi encountered a clan of Veldt foxtaurs on the move further northwest. It wasn’t hir clan, but shi was happy enough to stop and do some more trading with them and chatting with a few friends. Again the chocolate was a big seller, and the starstones attracted a lot of interest, although not quite as much as they had with the Foresters. Savannah was happy that it looked like shi would more than make up for the loss of the three boxes of sugarstalks.
 
   Because the clan was moving as a group, Savannah was able to deal with everyone at once, and thus shi was back on the road again quickly. The open plains meant that shi could make top speed, but it also meant greater distances between stops. Having travelled so far west, shi actually needed to loop back east a bit also, but that couldn’t be helped as there weren’t any roads suitable for the cart going that way yet. Night fell again before reaching hir departure point. Another night camping alone under the stars served to remind Savannah how much shi was missing Willow and their kit. It was the one aspect of hir trade that shi didn’t like, but the rewards were great, so shi kept doing it.
 
   Three and a half hours of travelling the next day brought hir to the encampment that shi had left eleven days ago, only there wasn’t anyone there. Only a few semi-permanent huts were left with stored goods. This hadn’t been unexpected though. The Veldts were nomadic, following the herds of zikba and other plains-beasts. Savannah had gotten a message to tell hir that the clan was headed further south to one of their other regular encampments. It was a pretty spot nestled by a lake, but it was also about as far as you could go and still be in their clan’s territory. After a brief pause for a rest and a drink, shi was on hir way again. Tweet kept flying off and returning to perch on Savannah’s back, only to fly off again moments later. The little avian was excited to be back in home territory again, and Savannah had to agree with hir pet.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Willow was about to settle down to sleep with Grass-stalk when shi heard a familiar noise in the distance. Parting the weather flap, shi stepped out into darkness only lit by a few lanterns scattered amongst the huts, and the crescent moon. Hir ears swivelled to track the sound, and then shi spotted two lamps far away but growing closer. Shi smiled and waited for the light and sound to coalesce into what shi expected – Savannah and hir cart.
 
   Savannah spotted Willow in the beams of the cart’s lights. Shi didn’t usually like to travel in the dark, but shi was prepared for the possibility. Seeing hir denmate saved Savannah the problem of finding their hut in the darkness, and shi pulled up close by it.
 
   “You silly fox,” Willow said. “Why on Arisia were you travelling on a rough dirt road in the dark? You hardly even had any moonlight to help you.”
 
   Savannah grinned back at hir. “It wasn’t so bad, and I couldn’t bear the thought of spending one more night without you. Besides,” shi said as shi unhitched hirself, grabbed hir mate, and pulled hir into a deep kiss. When shi finally broke, shi finished hir sentence. “I have a promise to keep. I went into heat last night, and I’m not waiting another three months to get pregnant!”
 
   Willow was astounded. “Such a change! What brought this all on at once?”
 
   Savannah held up the arm with the mating band on it. “Your little ploy amongst other things. You now have a co-mate who is almost certainly pregnant. But I did learn a few other things on this trip, and you were right. I was being selfish even though I thought that I was doing what was best for us.
 
   “You can tell me all about it later, love,” Willow said. “I’ve missed you hugely, and I want to make love to you right now! I can hardly imagine how this night could be better.”
 
   “I brought chocolate,” Savannah said with a grin as shi patted hir saddlebag.
 
   “Oh! Now it’s perfect!” Willow pronounced.
 
   And indeed it was.
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   The raven-black chakat grunted as shi broke hir fall, and then expertly used hir momentum to roll back onto all four feet into a defensive stance in a fraction of a second. Hir opponent, a tall heavyset male timber-wolf morph in his late thirties, grinned at hir smugly.
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   “I’m impressed,” Midnight told him. “Not many people have managed to throw me successfully. However, you have made two mistakes.”
 
   “And what would those mistakes supposedly be? That throw was perfect!” he replied sceptically.
 
   “First,” shi replied, “this was supposed to be a standard training session, not a personal combat match. You don’t earn any points by taking me by surprise with a technique that isn’t on today’s schedule, nor even noted on your official skills list. Second, and far more importantly…”
 
   While distracting him with hir talk, Midnight had been watching him, waiting for him to drop his guard. Shi saw hir opportunity, and without even realising how, the wolf found himself flying through the air. He barely managed to break his fall without incurring a bruising impact, but quickly discovered that he was pinned by the full weight of the felitaur’s feet on all four of his limbs, while one hand was around his throat, claws slightly pushing into his throat, the death blow carefully restrained.
 
   Midnight continued, “If you do get involved in a fight, never stop to gloat or give your opponent a chance to recover. We are Star Fleet Security, and we may be in a kill or be killed situation. Your enemies will be doing a whole lot more than giving you a black mark against your record afterwards. Now get up!”
 
   Shi released hir hold and backed off, but the wolf noted that hir body language suggested that it would be a bad idea to even consider continuing the fight. Besides, he still found it hard to grasp just how fast and powerful the Security Chief was. He was also embarrassed to have been made to look foolish in front of the rest of the security personnel gathered there for the compulsory training session. They were a mixture of morphs, humans and aliens, male and female, the best that Star Fleet had to offer. Right now though, they were all grinning in amusement at his discomfiture and censure, which did nothing to improve his mood.
 
   “Okay,” Midnight announced to get the attention of the group, “You’ve all seen what to do, and what not to do. Remember it well. Session’s over, so hit the showers. Martinson, report to my office in half an hour,” shi told the wolf.
 
   Chakat Midnight then left the training room to head back to hir cabin, making a call on hir comm along the way. As shi padded down the corridor, although outwardly relaxed, hir mind was ever alert to what was happening around hir. While hir eyes missed nothing, it was hir empathic sense that was most keenly at work. Although only possessing an average E3 rating, shi had honed that Talent to serve hir well. The vixen morph who had just passed hir was outwardly composed but very tired, yet had a glow of satisfaction – a night pleasantly passed with her companion instead of sleeping, shi presumed. Not hir business though. A male collie morph stalked past, studying the PADD in his hand, seething with discontent – if it continued, find out why and perhaps avert bigger troubles later. A human woman of African descent stepped out of the trans-lift that Midnight waited for, and gave the chakat a pleasant “Good evening” and a charming smile – feelings of admiration with sexual overtones. Perhaps worth meeting for coffee sometime? Midnight stepped into the lift that was still occupied by a male human, also of the same racial background as the woman – indifference to the chakat, but frustration from being rebuffed uppermost on his mind.
 
   “Believe me, she’s not your type,” Midnight told the startled crewmember.
 
   “Uh… if you say so, sir,” the man replied.
 
   Perhaps he would take heed. Perhaps not. Shi could only try to give advice to people in the interests of preserving peace and harmony on the ship, but outright interference was a no-no in these cases.
 
   Leaving the trans-lift, shi encountered the Caitian navigator, Murawrr, coming off shift. He greeted hir cordially, but his feelings were mostly of relief and anticipation – his wives awaited him, and he was very dedicated to them.
 
   A typical sample of hir daily encounters – most were trivial, but some were worth following up. Today, one needed immediate action. First though, shi needed to freshen up. Once inside the cabin that shi shared with Rosepetal and their mate, Boyce, shi shucked hir sports halter and had a quick shower. Donning a clean standard uniform that was colour-coded with security grey, shi transferred hir comm badge to it, then headed out again to hir office, arriving well before hir appointment with Martinson.
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   The office was a decent size, but seemed cramped due to the amount of equipment in there. Monitoring devices of various kinds lined the walls on either side of hir desk, and the whole wall facing the desk was devoted to viewscreens that showed activity all over the starship. The wall behind the desk though was proudly reserved for framed certificates. A few were awards garnered from the many archery tournaments that shi had been in, a great deal of them as the victor. Also amongst the awards were some for martial arts. Hir proudest achievement was first place in the 2330 Inter-Services Freestyle Unarmed Combat division. That had been plenty tough, with hir extra limbs frequently countered by sheer size and strength. However, shi was a lot stronger than shi might look, as chakats often were despite their feminine appearance. Then there were the service awards, of which there were more than a few, located on the wall directly behind hir desk. It had taken years of hard work to achieve all that, some while shi had still been with the Star Corps, but many more recently after transferring to Star Fleet, and shi still spent considerable time honing hir skills. It was a display that was designed to impress and, if need be, intimidate.
 
   Martinson turned up promptly, coming smartly to attention in front of Midnight’s desk. The chakat’s attention was on one of the several monitors on hir desk, but shi quickly turned to the man and said, “Sit down, Lieutenant. It’s about time that we talked about what you’re doing here on the Pegasus. Quite frankly, in the short time that you have been aboard, you have proven to be a disruptive influence in this department, and today’s stunt seems to be yet another in a long list that would indicate a superiority complex. Your rank would seem to indicate competence, but instead of using it to further the smooth operation of this ship, you seem keen to do the opposite. Would you care to explain your actions?”
 
   Martinson seemed to be considering his alternatives. Midnight waited with feline patience, while monitoring his emotional state – defiance, self-righteousness, contempt, and a touch of concern. Eventually he came to a decision.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Midnight, I hereby inform you that you and your department have been the subject of evaluation for competence and performance. It has been my assignment to investigate the security of the Pegasus, the flagship of the First Fleet, and your running of this department, and frankly I’m unimpressed.”
 
   “Is that so? Do tell me more,” Midnight said with a dangerous purr in hir voice.
 
   Martinson was slightly disconcerted by the chakat’s utter indifference to his revelations, but he forged ahead anyway, oblivious of the unvoiced warning. “The recent sabotage on board the Star Corps space station highlighted the fact that even within the heavily interracial personnel of the Star Services, there are those who still bear prejudice against other species, in particular the Humans First sympathisers, but the reverse is also true. Security has supposedly been tightened even further, yet on this ship I have been putting various scenarios into action with dismaying results. I have to seriously question the competence of the Chief of Security on this ship, a chief who may have gotten that position solely by virtue of being mated to Admiral Kline rather than through qualifications for that job.” He practically snarled that last accusation, but Midnight remained unperturbed.
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   “The awards behind me are but a few of the testaments to my competence in various fields and, as you should know, my record was unblemished in the Star Corps. I had to compete with several very fine officers for the position of Chief of Security on this ship when I transferred to Fleet to be with my denmate. Additionally, the Admiral being my mate makes me extra concerned for his welfare, a trait of chakats that is dangerously strong. No, I truly earned my position here, Lieutenant Fenris. You are just muck-raking, which makes me wonder even more about your methodology.”
 
   The wolf was shocked. “You know my real name? That isn’t public information! How long have you known, and how did you find out?”
 
   “I’ve known from early in this voyage. You got to work very promptly, but one of the first people you approached reported the incident to me. After that, I started looking very hard into your background, and that’s when alarm bells started ringing for me. There were too many blanks in an otherwise very bland bio on you. By means I decline to disclose at this time, I found out your true identity, and I’ve been watching you, figuring out your true agenda ever since.”
 
   Fenris seemed to recover his poise. “So you think that you’re so clever just because you found out who I am? I’ve been running rings about your security arrangements, all without any of your team twigging to what I was up to.”
 
   “No, you’ve just been given enough rope,” Midnight stated blandly.
 
   “What?” Fenris queried, getting ever more irritated with the unflappable chakat.
 
   “Surely you know the saying? You have been given enough rope to hang yourself, Lieutenant. Your movements have been noted well.”
 
   “Noted, but not stopped!” he snarled. “I have planted around this ship several dummy packages, the size and shape of either a remote-detonated explosive device or a circuit scrambler. If I had been a real saboteur, this ship could be anywhere from disabled in critical areas, to completely destroyed. How do you explain that?”
 
   “You mean these packages?” Midnight asked as shi opened a drawer in hir desk and started pulling out several small electronic devices, each tagged with a note that said 'disabled'. “This one was planted under the Weapons Control station on the bridge, this one next to the anti-matter containment unit, the third inside the main Transporter, just like the one that sabotaged the Star Corps’ unit. The fourth was in the torpedo storage bay, and the final one planted in the Officers’ Lounge. All planted to hit key equipment and personnel. All checked within moments after you left and tagged, then left in place in case you ran a legitimate sabotage training scenario. They were only removed a short time ago when I decided to bring this situation to a close.”
 
   Fenris was shaken but not beaten. “If they had been real though, they could have been detonated before you had a chance to remove them.”
 
   “Please, Lieutenant, have you so little faith in Fleet’s own security devices? I had scanned and identified those packages long before you planted the first. I had someone standing by at a Transporter to beam it, and perhaps you, harmlessly into space if it had proven to be dangerous. You can be thankful that there wasn’t any real explosive material in those packages, or else you may have had a really bad day the first time that you tried to plant one.” Midnight wasn’t above twisting the knife a little.
 
   “You would have beamed me into space?” he asked, shaken by that cold statement.
 
   “If that is what it would have taken to maintain the safety of this ship, yes,” Midnight stated with deadly finality. “At that point I wasn't sure if you had a hidden agenda, so I was taking no chances.
 
   Fenris shuddered. He had no doubt that the chakat meant exactly what shi said. “Very well. It seems that I have underestimated you and your team. You uncovered me promptly, yet kept me in the dark completely. I am forced to concede that your department is run competently after all, and you all deserve a glowing report.”
 
   “Good. Now that we have established that, you are now relieved of duty. Pack your things. You will be getting off at Starbase 2.”
 
   “What? I’m due to continue on to meet the Ulysses at Starbase 3,” Fenris protested.
 
   “More victims of your investigative methods, I suppose? You won't be going there. I want you off the Pegasus as soon as possible.”
 
   “You can’t order me off! I was assigned by Fleet Internal Security to do these tests.”
 
   “I not only outrank you, but chain of command puts you under my authority while aboard this ship. At worst though, I will refer my decision to the Captain whom I am confident will support me. You will be put off this ship, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Just because you were investigated, Lieutenant Commander?” Fenris sneered.
 
   “No, because you represent the worst of what we are supposed to be guarding against. Your methods weren’t merely investigative but highly divisive. Under the guise of looking for problems, you instead have been creating them where none had existed before, stirring up bad feelings against humans. That was how you were discovered so quickly. Your task was to probe the crew for possible disaffection or any sign of security lapse. The sabotage on the Star Corps space station was traced back to a human technician with a grudge. Because his work included the Transporter room, he did not violate any security areas, so the only clues to such people are to be found in their behaviour. That's what you should have been doing, but you seem to have been spending an inordinate amount of time stirring up antipathy towards humans instead.
 
   “So you say. It's my word against your suspicions,” Fenris rebutted. “You could be trying to obscure your own failings with unfounded accusations against me,” he added slyly.
 
   “I am a chakat, a species with a Talent that people frequently overlook or underestimate. I have the evidence of my own senses which a Court Telepath can verify, the very reason why I, and other chakats, are being tested. We are to be used as another line of defence against saboteurs and the like. Even so, I needed a reason to be suspicious, and you have been pretty subtle in your efforts. Fenris, you weren't caught just by me. You were caught by my team. Since taking command of security, I have worked to create a team that knows and trusts each other. You were the sand in that well-oiled machine and were quickly singled out for attention. My team did their job admirably, giving me all the support and evidence that I needed to deal with you before I reported you to the captain. You asked me how I knew your real name? Well, let me tell you that there were two tests running aboard this ship, and you failed yours. The Captain congratulated me and the team for ferreting you out so quickly, and then informed me of your identity. You, Lieutenant Fenris, are under investigation by your own department for alleged subversive activities. You were deliberately assigned to this ship, not only captained by a human, but with a chief of security who was mated to him. The bait was dangled in front of you, and you took it completely. 'Humans First' has their counterpart in you, for whatever reason. You are a bigot, Lieutenant Fenris, and there is no place for the likes of you in Star Fleet. Your career is over. You will be met at Starbase 2 by F.I.S. agents and taken into custody.”
 
   Midnight touched a button and two fully-armed Security guards, a human and a Rakshani, stepped into hir office. Midnight continued, “You are under house arrest. You will be taken to your cabin where you will stay until we reach the Starbase.”
 
   “I’ll make sure you regret this, Lieutenant Commander Midnight!” Fenris snarled before being firmly escorted out of Midnight’s office.
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   The only thing that Midnight regretted though was that inevitably this would become public knowledge, and it would provide fuel for the Humans First movement. Morphs actively working against humans? It was a conspiracy theorist’s dream! Midnight sighed. Screening was always improving, but still some occasionally slipped through. Shi knew that Star Fleet Command would be forced to act, and they would try to keep it under wraps, but Fenris was the kind to raise a stink. No good would come of this, but he had forced hir hand.
 
   Midnight shut down hir monitor and put other systems into standby mode, ready to serve hir and the ship’s needs at a moment’s notice. Shi secured hir office, then wearily headed back to hir cabin. Shi was tired of being the big tough Security Chief for today. Time to indulge the more sensitive side of hir nature. Hopefully the Admiral was in the mood for some serious loving tonight!
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   Starman Second Class Kenneth Darwin was not having a good day. A scowl was locked on the lion morph’s face as he stalked to his cabin, his mood not improved by the dull throb of pain from his forearm. The large patch of singed fur around the right wrist was testament to the accident that he’d had earlier. The tan sleeve of his uniform was also burnt, but had saved him from a worse injury. But what hurt worst was the stinging lecture that his supervisor had given him after he had been patched up.
 
   “One more screw-up, Darwin, and you’ll be busted down to Starman third class! How the hell you even made it into the service, I cannot even begin to fathom.”
 
   In fact he had barely scraped in, more by luck than ability. When he had been assigned to the Pegasus though, he thought he’d hit the jackpot. However, things had gone downhill ever since. A series of incidents had cemented people’s opinion that he was careless and a slacker. Couldn’t they see that it was just bad luck?
 
   He reached his cabin, glad that capital ships like the Pegasus could give even common starmen an individual room, small though it was. More than once he had vented his anger and frustration in the privacy of his cabin. Just as he was about to touch the entry panel though, a familiar voice caused him to hesitate.
 
   “Now stay off that foot for at least three days. Give the rapid-heal a chance to fully work and you’ll be back playing racquet-ball in next to no time.”
 
   The female voice had the usual purring tones associated with Caitians, but a little deeper in timbre than normal. Darwin looked around to see an unusually large Caitian in the doorway of the cabin one door up and on the other side of the corridor. As she emerged, her attention on her patient, Darwin got a look at her other outstanding attributes. There was only one Caitian in the galaxy who was stacked like that. The day was starting to look up after all.
 
   “M’Lai! I didn’t know that you were on this ship!” Darwin called out.
 
   Doctor M’Lai Saarath looked around, annoyed at being addressed so familiarly while on duty. At a glance, the speaker could have been a Caitian too, except for the larger muzzle and smaller tail, and definitely not around 6’ 5” like this person was, so unlike the diminutive Caitians. Then her eyes widened in surprised recognition.
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   “Ken Darwin! What a surprise to see you. I last saw you when we parted back on Cait after I’d just finished my induction into Star Fleet and you were doing your basic training as a starman. Have you made corporal yet as you boasted you would?”
 
   Darwin gave her a confident grin that belied the truth. “Not quite yet, but I’m getting there.”
 
   “You’d better! After all that tutoring that I gave you to help you pass your tests to get you into that job.”
 
   Darwin laughed. “We might have had more time for tutoring if I hadn’t been tending to your needs so often.”
 
   M’Lai lowered her ears in mild embarrassment. Her hyperactive sex drive and gigantic stature had made it hard to find compatible partners to work off her incessant lust, and finding Darwin had been like a gift from the Goddess. He was so much like a Caitian in many ways that it had been easy to imagine herself as being normal while with him, and he was more than happy to oblige her desires. Such a pity that he hadn’t been terribly bright or interesting otherwise, because she might have been tempted to ask him to take her as Firstwife. Her current status as Fifthwife to Admiral Kline was a much better result though, and one far greater than she had ever dared dream of. “It seems that we are both doing well in spite of that.”
 
   Darwin nodded. “So I see. One of the doctors for the flagship of the First Fleet. Not bad!”
 
   “Assistant Chief Medical Officer, actually,” M’Lai corrected.
 
   “Wow! Even better,” Darwin conceded. “How would you like to chat more about it in my cabin? I’ve just come off-duty.”
 
   “I’m at the end of my shift also, but I am expected elsewhere soon,” M’Lai replied.
 
   “Oh, c’mon! Just five minutes or so. I’ll even make you coffee.”
 
   M’Lai smiled. “OK, just for a few minutes. I’ll skip the coffee for now though.” M’Lai reckoned that she had been spoiled by the flavoursome brew that her mate would always make for the family each evening.
 
   “Great!” Darwin said as he unlocked his cabin door and waved her inside.
 
   The cabin was just like the one that she had just exited – small but efficiently laid out. It had a bunk that folded up to leave more space for a small desk and chair, a moderately-large locker, and very little else besides a lot of pictures of female feline morphs on the walls. Darwin offered the chair to M’Lai, then pulled down the bunk so that he could sit on that.
 
   “So, how did you get to be on the Pegasus?” M’Lai asked him.
 
   “I’d love to say that it was my outstanding performance, but I have to admit that it was probably because my name was at the top of the roster list. Pure luck. I was glad of the opportunity to prove myself though. What about you?” Darwin wanted to get her off the subject of his career so far.
 
   “The Pegasus isn’t my first ship. It isn’t even my second. I kept having some of those ‘incidents’.”
 
   Darwin winced in memory. “Bad enough in civilian life, but much worse in the service, I suppose?”
 
   “Yes, although I did have understanding captains, so I didn’t get into trouble. Nevertheless, I was shifted from ship to ship until I found the right one for me. In the meantime, I garnered praise for my work and got rapidly promoted, so I’m quite happy with my life right now.”
 
   “You haven’t had an incident on this ship yet, I take it?”
 
   “No, not yet. I’ve been getting enough sex, and life has been pretty stress-free, so it’s been wonderful so far.”
 
   “It could be even better now that I’m here. We could take up where we left off. We could both get more of what we enjoy most.”
 
   M’Lai grinned. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you? I recall constantly having to tell you – study first, then sex. At least I had a medical excuse for it. You’re just a big randy cat!”
 
   Darwin returned the grin unrepentantly. “You were glad enough that I was, as I recall. While you rewarded my studies with sex, it was all that sex that I was able to give you that let you ease your needs and enable you to concentrate on your own studies. We complemented each other beautifully.”
 
   M’Lai nodded. “I admit that’s true, and I’ll be forever grateful, but that was then, and my circumstances have changed a lot since. I’m quite happy and satisfied now, and I don’t need your ‘services’.” She was about to explain that she was mated and had a couple of chakat co-mates to help him deal with her needs, when Darwin cut in.
 
   “Bull! You told me yourself that unless they ever found a cure for you, you were never going to be totally satisfied. Come on! Just one night for old time’s sake.”
 
   M’Lai frowned at him. “Whether or not that still holds true, it doesn’t mean that you can presume upon our previous relationship. I’m mated now, and I like things the way they are.” She got up to leave. “It’s been good seeing you again, Ken, but from now on we’re just friends, okay?”
 
   Darwin got up also, annoyed that things were degenerating so rapidly. He stood between her and the door, blocking the way in those cramped quarters. “We screwed every night for months and you want to wipe it off as if it was nothing? I don’t think so; I know you better than that. I learned a lot about you in those months. Things like this!”
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   Before she realised what he was about to do, he leaned up against her, putting one hand behind her and under her skirt, touching her in a sensitive spot located under the tail.
 
   M’Lai gasped, both in surprise and in reaction to that special touch. Caitians called it the Mating Touch, the use of which was to facilitate procreation. In males, it stimulated an erection. In females, it stimulated the flow of lubricant and made them receptive to their mate. In M’Lai though, her supercharged sexual nature made her virtually explode into a state of extreme lust, and she sagged weakly against Darwin. M’Lai’s medication implant regulator went into high gear, struggling to cope with the flood of hormones into her system, and losing the battle. An emergency protocol was activated.
 
   “That’s more like it,” Darwin said with a satisfied smirk. “You didn’t realise that I’d remember that, did you?”
 
   “No, don’t,” M’Lai protested weakly. “Don’t do that. I don’t want sex with you.” She tried to push past the lion, but he was stronger than her, especially in her enervated condition. He pulled her into his embrace and nuzzled her neck.
 
   “Please! No!” she said again, futilely trying to push him away, this time with renewed vigour as she regathered her strength.
 
   In reply, he gave her the mating touch again.
 
   M’Lai yowled in anguish and lust, her physical resistance virtually destroyed, but her mind refused to accept his advances. “Stop it, Ken. I don’t want you. I want my mate. I want my co-mates. I need… need my Boyce… my Midnight…. Where are you? … I need your help.” She started reaching for her combadge.
 
   Darwin snatched the combadge off her uniform before she could activate it. “Uh-uh! None of that. You won’t be needing anyone but me soon enough, and you’ll thank me for it when you come to your senses.” He then pressed the concealed stud in the collar of her uniform. The fabric slackened and the seam fell apart, allowing him to pull it down off her, leaving the Caitian in bra and panties only. He reached for the bra, but she batted his hand away. He just grinned, enjoying the game.
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   M’Lai cursed the feeling of weakness. If she just surrendered to the lust, she knew that she could more than match his strength, but only due to the same kind of sexual frenzy that had marred her assignments on the other starships, and she wanted nothing of that ever again. Attempting to resist the almost irresistible was weakening her terribly though, but still she tried. “Leave me alone! You have… no right! I don’t need you… or want you…. I only want… Boyce… Midnight…. Stop…. Stop please!”
 
   In response, Darwin said, “Your words say no, but your body says yes, and I’m listening to that right now!” He pushed her down onto the bunk, reaching again for the bra. She tried to push him away again, but this time he wasn’t letting himself be put off. He grabbed the fabric and pulled, snapping the straps and revealing her breasts.
 
   “Hello my pretties. Nice to see you again,” Darwin said as he went to put a hand on one to fondle it. Instead he found himself flying through the air and he crashed into the wall, taking a knock to the head. Darwin shook his head to try to clear his vision as a shadow loomed over him.
 
   “Stay down there!” the shadow’s voice snarled in command.
 
   Anger rose in Darwin as his eyes focused. Not a shadow, but a black-furred chakat. How dare shi interrupt him and violate his privacy! It did not occur to him then as to how shi had gotten in.
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are, barging in on us like this?” he snarled, getting up to his feet in spite of the order.
 
   “The lady told you that she doesn’t want you, but you won’t take no for an answer. I’m here to enforce her wishes,” the chakat replied.
 
   “She’s just playing hard to get. Look at her, how she desperately wants sex. I know you chakats – how you fuck everything in sight. Well she’s mine, not yours. Now get the hell out!”
 
   The lion morph towered over the chakat, intimidating in size and strength. He swung a haymaker that would have felled hir with one blow… if it had connected. Shi dodged it with deceptive ease and grace, then buried hir fist in his solar plexus. Darwin collapsed to his knees. Struggling to start breathing again, he looked up to see that the chakat now had a phaser pointed at his face.
 
   “My name is Lieutenant Commander Midnight, Chief of Security, and you have just tried to rape my co-mate, as well as being moronic enough to try to attack a security officer. I am not in a good mood, so don’t try me any more.”
 
   Darwin was surprised. This was the person M’Lai had been calling for? He watched as Midnight backed over to M’Lai who was still lying on the bed, moaning in distress. Shi laid a gentle hand on M’Lai’s head, turning it so that shi could look into the Caitian’s eyes.
 
   “It’s alright, dear. Everything will be fine soon. Just hold on a bit longer.” Midnight tried using hir empathic talent to soothe M’Lai’s needs, wishing that shi had hir lifemate, Forestwalker’s, skills.
 
   Darwin finally regained his breath. Nauseous but defiant, he said, “So you’re her lover, hey? You don’t know her like I do though. She’s never satisfied, never can get enough. She needed me badly and she still wants me, and I’ve always given her exactly what she wants. You have no right to come between us, Boyce Midnight!”
 
   “You are an idiot if you think that you can fool a chakat about such things, and I know her better than you think. You are seriously deluded if you think that she really wants you. And my name is just Midnight. Boyce is the name of our mutual mate. You may know him better as Admiral Kline, captain of the Pegasus. Congratulations Mr Screw-Up, you just tried to rape the captain’s wife!”
 
   Darwin felt the blood drain from his face in shock. He was as good as dead. He panicked and turned to get away. There was nowhere to run on a starship, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying! He ran straight into a wall of muscle. He had to look up to see the face of the Rakshani security officer who was blocking the exit. As strong as Darwin was, it was nothing compared to that of a Rakshani warrior. Kenneth Darwin was definitely not having a good day.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Midnight had been finishing the last report of the day when the alert tone that shi had prayed that shi’d never hear, sounded stridently. M’Lai had consented to having a security alert go out from her drug implant controller if it was ever overloaded. M’Lai had made an additional suggestion:
 
   “When I go into one of those episodes, I can never think sensibly, so I never call for help. Why don’t we have it also activate my combadge so that you can hear what is going on and respond accordingly?”
 
   Privately, Midnight had already been thinking of doing that, but had been loathe to violate M’Lai’s privacy. The idea was implemented immediately, and now Midnight was very glad that it had. The combadge was routed directly to hir office and shi heard, “…like it. You didn’t realise that I’d remember that, did you?” It was a male voice with which shi wasn’t familiar.
 
   “No, don’t. Don’t do that. I don’t want sex with you.” M’Lai’s voice, distressed and unambiguous. She was in trouble!
 
   Midnight’s comm was automatically recording the event, and shi set it to relay to hir wrist-PADD also. Then shi left hir office at top speed. Hurtling past startled crewmembers, shi commed hir top sergeant. “Midnight to Rastivok! Meet me on deck G cabin 34 immediately!”
 
   Shi plunged down access tubes, disdaining the trans-lift for being too slow, cursing under hir breath as shi listened to the events unfolding. Alert now to M’Lai’s distress, hir empathic sense could distantly detect hir co-mate’s feelings of dismay, lust and desperation. Shi reached deck G and raced along the corridor towards cabin 34. Shi called out, “Computer! Security override on cabin G34. Open the door now!”
 
   The computer recognised hir authority and complied, opening the door just as the chakat reached it. It took Midnight only a moment to assess the situation as the preoccupied lion morph failed to notice hir entrance. He was sexually assaulting M’Lai, and Midnight was in no mood to be nice about hir response. Shi reached out and grabbed him by the uniform and threw him against the opposite wall. Shi warned him to stay down, but was quite happy that he gave hir an excuse to retaliate against his attack in order to subdue him. Shi didn’t want to waste too much time on him though because shi was being psychically battered by M’Lai’s intense feelings in those close quarters, and shi knew that shi needed to help hir co-mate quickly. Shi tried to soothe her while having to listen to him rant. Marvelling at the man’s stupidity, shi took pleasure in figuratively twisting the knife as shi informed him that he had tried to rape the captain’s wife. As he tried to flee, he ran straight into Rastivok who had arrived in time to hear Midnight’s comment about rape. He glared down at the quailing lion morph, seriously considering breaking something as he took him into custody. Discipline was all that restrained him.
 
   “Throw him in the brig,” ordered Midnight, “and no need to be gentle about it.”
 
   Rastivok grinned toothily. “With pleasure, Commander.”
 
   Darwin was more dragged away than marched, looking as if he was being taken to his execution.
 
   Midnight tapped hir combadge. “Midnight to Doctor Kelly!”
 
   A moment later, the doctor responded, “Kelly here.”
 
   “Doctor, we have an incident involving M’Lai. Please come to cabin G34 immediately.”
 
   “On my way, Commander.”
 
   Then Midnight contacted Commander Silpurr and advised her of the situation, leaving it to her to break the news to their mate gently. Shi could then turn hir full attention to M’Lai whose emotional radiation was constantly building. Midnight had been blocking it as much as possible, but its intensity was overwhelming hir. The sheer deluge of lust had already given hir a full erection, but shi ignored that to try to deal with the Caitian’s distress. Shi squatted by the bed where M’Lai was still writhing in unrelieved need. Shi hugged hir and said, “Doctor Kelly is on her way. It’ll be okay soon.”
 
   “I’m sorry… Midnight,” M’Lai gasped. “I’ve let you… down.”
 
   “Oh, heavens no! My beloved M’Lai, you are totally blameless. But look at you – you are still resisting something that you have always succumbed to in the past. You are doing marvellously!”
 
   M’Lai smiled crookedly, clinging to Midnight for comfort. “Something was… different this time. I have… have a krisark… a husband… co-wives whom I… care for…. You… You’re my strength…. That saved me…. I could not… disappoint you… my family!”
 
   “We all love you, Lai,” Midnight replied, contracting her name to its intimate form.
 
   Just then, Doctor Kelly arrived, with Rosepetal hot on her heels. “What happened?” the doctor asked.
 
   “A crewman tried to rape M’Lai. Whatever he did triggered one of her episodes,” Midnight replied.
 
   The human woman turned on her scanner and took some readings, a frown of puzzlement growing. “My God! These hormone levels are incredible, and yet M’Lai is still resisting their effects. That’s amazing.”
 
   “Thanks,” M’Lai grated out. “Antidote now… please!”
 
   “Sorry.” Doctor Kelly loaded the special concoction that they had developed to counteract M’Lai’s episodes if they ever occurred. After adjusting the dosage to match the readings that she had just taken, she injected it into M’Lai’s arm.
 
   A few seconds passed, then M’Lai gave a huge sigh and started to relax. Midnight also felt the empathic pressure start to drop to the point where shi no longer had trouble blocking it, and hir aching penis, which shi had kept discreetly hidden by hir forelegs, at last started to retract into its sheath.
 
   Doctor Kelly watched the readings on her scanner with satisfaction. She nodded when they reached an acceptable level. “OK, I recommend that you rest for a while right here.”
 
   She didn’t get to add any more because M’Lai cut her off. “I will not stay in that sisthpikk’s room for one moment longer than I must. Midnight, will you help me back to our cabin, please?”
 
   “Of course. Take as much of my strength as you need.”
 
   As Midnight helped M’Lai off the bunk, Rosepetal handed her the uniform that she had picked up from the floor. “You might want this,” she said.
 
   M’Lai looked down at herself, nearly naked except for her panties. “Oh, yeah.” With Midnight helping the woozy Caitian keep her balance, M’Lai donned her uniform sans the ruined bra. Then, surrounded and supported by her co-mates, she stepped out of the cabin with a sense of triumph. She had been tried and not found wanting, and she could hardly wait to see her mate and share that victory with him.
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   TALES FROM THE PEGASUS #3
 
   The Right Stuff
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The Chief of Security for the F.S.S. Pegasus laid hir head between the breasts of its Chief Engineer and sighed in contentment. Chakat Sparks stroked the black chakat’s hair as shi said, “You always leave it too late to come see me. You know we need more social interaction with our own kind than other species.”
 
   Midnight sighed. “Yeah, I know, but something always seems to come up. Besides, I genuinely like being mated to Boyce, and I like to spend as much personal time with him as possible in the absence of my lifemate, Forest. Then there are M’Lai’s needs to be attended to. That’s a full-time job for the two of us.”
 
   “Pfft! It’s the same excuses every time. Your co-mates know and understand that chakats need other chakats regularly, and they would accommodate you if you asked. The Captain has enough mates to keep him happy, and even M’Lai can get by for one night. You need to look after your own needs more.”
 
   Midnight grinned. “And give you more time with me?”
 
   Sparks grinned also. “Well, that’s certainly an incentive for me, but I’d like if you’d come see me some times when you’re not really stressed. So now that we’ve gotten you relaxed, tell me what’s bothering you.”
 
   “How do you know something’s bothering me? I could have just been extra horny.”
 
   “Hon, you always have something bothering you when you come see me. It’s probably what forces you to stop procrastinating each time.”
 
   “So are you angling to be Ship’s Counsellor now?”
 
   “Stop evading the question,” Sparks ordered firmly.
 
   “Yes sir! Remember Fenris?”
 
   “The bigoted wolf that you threw off the ship?”
 
   “Yep. We’re picking up his replacement at Starbase Three.”
 
   “So?” Sparks prodded.
 
   “She’s a Rakshani,” Midnight clarified.
 
   “I still don’t see the problem. You already have one on your team, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Rastivok. The problem is that he’s a male.”
 
   “How is that a problem? Don’t you think that the females are as good as the males?”
 
   “Hardly. The Rakshani females are every bit as tough as the males. While the males are a bit stronger, the females are a bit more limber, and they work out to be pretty evenly matched. They have squads of Rakshani female Marines that are among the elite forces.”
 
   “Okay, so that’s not a problem then. Surely you’re not worried about fraternising?”
 
   Midnight snorted in derision. “Like a chakat would try to pull that one! No, I couldn’t care less. In fact, I wish that was all there was to it.”
 
   “Stop making me guess. I’m an engineer, not a mind-reader!”
 
   “Rakshani are fiercely competitive, but especially so between the sexes. It’s the way their psyche works. They show their worth to potential mates by trying to better them. That’s why their military squads are usually all male or all female, because the single-gender groups work better together. However, we have exactly one Rakshani in Security – Rastivok. Put them together and the potential exists that they might be preoccupied with each other rather than the job.”
 
   “You have a Rakshani co-mate though; doesn’t that give you similar problems?”
 
   “Zhane is a lot older. She got to her rank by being a lot more mature and self-controlled than other Rakshani. Besides, when she’s off-duty, she can be quite… energetic, shall we say?”
 
   Sparks giggled. “I’ve seen the results of some of those ‘energetic’ occasions.”
 
   Midnight smiled in fond memory, then continued, “Anyway, the new addition is about 21 Terran standard years old – still young and hot-blooded.”
 
   “Isn’t that rather young for such an important position?”
 
   “Yes, but despite her youth, she’s quite competent, and she has distinguished herself in action. That’s how she earned her appointment to a Federation flagship. However, it remains to be seen if she is prepared for the step up to the levels that I demand.”
 
   “Midnight, the perfectionist! She’s going to hate you.”
 
   “I’m not aiming for hate. I want her to respect the job, and to respect me for demanding the most from her.”
 
   “You’re still getting too worked up over someone whom you haven’t even met yet,” Sparks admonished.
 
   Midnight pulled a sour face. “Fenris left a bad taste in my mouth, and Rakshani are notorious for being difficult.”
 
   “I still think that you’re just borrowing trouble, so stop worrying about that and relax.”
 
   “Yes, counsellor,” Midnight replied with a sly smile. There was a time and a place for everything, and shi had better things to do right now.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Midnight waited patiently at the primary airlock which was currently connected by a docking tube to the Starbase. Shi was smartly attired in hir Security dress uniform, ready to go out and join hir family for a bit of shore leave and recreation. There was one bit of business left to take care of first though. Right on schedule, a female Rakshani with red fur and white stripes and dressed also in Security grey, stepped through the airlock door, pulling a hover-cart with her possessions on it. She was wearing the brief form-fitting uniform that warrior Rakshani preferred to allow full freedom of movement.
 
   ‘Full points for punctuality,’ Midnight thought to hirself.
 
   The Rakshani spotted Midnight, walked over to hir and saluted. “Second Lieutenant Baneth ap Quelline na Ramedar reporting as ordered. Would you be Commander Midnight?”
 
   Midnight returned the salute. “I am,” shi affirmed. “Welcome aboard the Pegasus, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I had not been expecting a chakat to be in charge.”
 
   The way that she said ‘chakat’ and the subtle impression of contempt that Midnight empathically sensed made hir sigh inside. Typical of many warrior Rakshani, this one seemed to lump hir into the ‘pacifistic cowards’ category. It seemed that shi would have to educate her that pacifistic didn’t mean incapable of fighting, and Midnight was hardly a typical chakat in that area anyway. ‘Okay,’ shi thought to hirself, ‘hardball it is.’
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   “You should have been aware of exactly who I was, Lieutenant. Starship Security is not just a matter of being able to fight, it’s also a matter of knowledge. Before I took this assignment, I familiarised myself with my predecessor, the security team members, the ship’s lead personnel, the ship’s layout, the assigned sector, and the commonest duties that it performed, so that I was able to take over seamlessly. You, on the other hand, didn’t even know that your superior officer was a chakat. How much more have you not bothered to learn?”
 
   Baneth stiffened. “I read all the documentation that was provided for me,” she objected.
 
   “That’s not good enough, Lieutenant. You need to show some initiative. You are not in the Marines now, nor are you posted to one of the regular starships. This is the flagship of the First Fleet, and only the best officers get to remain on board. If you don’t live up to the standards that I set, you will be sent back to your old squad. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   Midnight could feel the Rakshani grinding her teeth in anger, but she gave a respectful reply. “Yes, sir!”
 
   “Good. You can relieve First Lieutenant Darkoak here at the security station. I suggest that you use the opportunity to familiarise yourself with the things that I mentioned.”
 
   “Right now, sir?” Her eyes flicked over to the hover-cart.
 
   “Yes, now. Your assigned cabin will still be there when you’re relieved.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” Baneth said with a salute, then turned to Darkoak, a grey fox morph, who had been listening to the exchange with great interest. “I relieve you, sir!” she said crisply.
 
   “The station’s yours, Lieutenant,” Darkoak replied, happy to be relieved of the boring guard duty.
 
   Baneth took Darkoak’s place behind the security station. Mindful of Midnight’s eyes upon her, she immediately set about using the computer terminal to familiarise herself with the personnel situation.
 
   “Does that mean that I can take shore leave now, sir?” Darkoak asked Midnight.
 
   Midnight nodded. “I can’t see why not. I’ll roster you off right away,” shi replied as shi touched hir wrist PADD to put words into action. “After all,’ shi thought to hirself, ‘I already have someone assigned to watch over Baneth.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   A training session had been set for immediately after their departure from the Starbase, partially for Midnight’s regular regime, but mostly so that the Security Alpha Squad could get to meet their new addition.
 
   As Midnight had expected, the moment that Baneth had laid eyes on Rastivok, the competitive urge had begun. Shi could feel the tension almost palpably between them, although Rastivok was much more disciplined. There was an unmistakable swagger to Baneth though.
 
   Midnight introduced her to the team, then they to her. To show that she had done her homework, she rattled off their specialities.
 
   First in line was a male ginger-striped cat morph. “Reg Felidae, electronic surveillance specialist,” she said.
 
   He nodded and smiled. “At your service.”
 
   Next was the grey fox who had been manning the security station. “Michael Darkoak, sharpshooter.”
 
   “Right on target,” he replied.
 
   Third was a middle-aged male human, who stood only 5’ 9” tall. “Arnold Kincaid, unarmed combat specialist.”
 
   “Welcome to the team,” he replied.
 
   Fourth was a female cheetah morph. “Nefertiti Ngali, cryptology expert.”
 
   “I bid you welcome,” she replied.
 
   Next was a male Renzar, an alien ursinoid from the planet Grom who, while not as tall as Baneth, far out-massed her. “Hagooth zan Paktor-Hakin, combat strategist.”
 
   “To serve with you am anticipating muchly,” he rumbled.
 
   Next was a female timber wolf morph. “Angeline Yellowfang, fighter pilot.”
 
   “Talk to me later if you’d like to check out my bird,” Angeline said with a touch of pride.
 
   A skunktaur was next. “Querl of House Redpaw, T5 telepath.”
 
   “I knew that you were going to say that,” hy said with a grin.
 
   A black-footed ferret morph was next in line, dwarfed by the Rakshani. “Hiro Senji, covert ops.”
 
   “And ninja!” he added with a sly smile.
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   That comment puzzled Baneth, but she moved onto the next person, a female Voxxan. “E’Tana ne Bkareth, Ka-Me-Ha martial arts.”
 
   “Looking forward to sparring with you,” she said pleasantly.
 
   Next was another human, female this time. “Svetlana Gorski, powered armour expert.”
 
   Svetlana gave her a measured glance. “You have an appointment with me afterwards to make sure that your armour is fully up to date,” she said with only a mild Russian accent.
 
   Lastly Baneth came to the Rakshani in the team, and Midnight immediately felt a spike in the emotions of both. “Rastivok ap Mendakka na Karn, hand-weapons expert.”
 
   Rastivok gave her a curt nod.
 
   “And that completes Alpha Team,” Midnight said, relieved that Rastivok had refrained from saying anything. “Of course we all cross-train, and each of the team members will gladly help you improve your skills in their specialities. You in turn will give them the benefit of your experience as a Marine.”
 
   “And what about you, Commander?” Baneth asked. “Your records show that you’re a championship archer, which isn’t very useful aboard spaceships. What makes you the right choice for leader of this team?”
 
   Midnight could feel the challenge as well as hear it in her tone. Although in somebody else, it may have been considered insubordinate, it was fairly standard for a Rakshani, so it wasn’t unanticipated, although it was a little earlier than expected. ‘The impatience of youth,’ shi thought, and heard Querl snicker. Shi didn’t mind hym eavesdropping on hir surface thoughts; in fact hy had standing instructions from hir to keep a mental ear cocked while on duty. Shi took full advantage of every tool at hir disposal.
 
   “Me? I’m a sneaky bitch, Baneth.” Hir reply was deliberately vague, and yet still a warning. “You’ll need to figure the rest out.”
 
   “Then how about giving me a match on the mat so that I can start figuring some of it out?”
 
   ‘Ooh! A full challenge already, and more than a little arrogant,’ Midnight thought. “Tell you what, Baneth – I’ll give you a match once you’ve shown me what you can do, and if you’re up to my standards. Just beat the person that I choose, and then you can lay your hands on me. Deal?”
 
   “It’s a deal, sir.” Baneth was oozing confidence, and Midnight knew from her records that she had quite a lot of justification for that attitude. Rakshani Marines were extremely tough, and she had still managed to distinguish herself amongst them.
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   “Kincaid, would you care to warm up Baneth for me,” Midnight asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kincaid replied, stepping out onto the mats.
 
   Baneth looked down at the human with a little sneer, and Midnight didn’t need hir empathic sense to tell that the Rakshani was contemptuous of the human’s vaunted skills.
 
   Midnight said, “Freestyle fight. No injuries. I want to see your skills, Baneth, not brute strength.”
 
   “Understood, Commander,” Baneth acknowledged.
 
   “Begin!” Midnight ordered.
 
   Baneth immediately sprang forward with all the blinding speed of her species… and found herself flipping through the air. She hit the mat rolling and was back on her feet in an instant, glaring at the unperturbed human who, aside from being at the ready on the balls of his feet, seemed to be quite relaxed.
 
   Baneth growled at herself for being careless, then sprang to the attack again. There was a flailing of various limbs before Baneth crashed to the mat again. Once more she got to her feet, this time eyeing the small man warily. She had missed what he had done, but she realised that it had been no accident. However, there was no way that she was going to concede that his skills were a match for hers! With a feline snarl, she threw herself into combat again, but with a good deal more caution this time. Blows and grapples were made without either combatant gaining an advantage. Then Baneth made a sudden sweep with her tail, the large muscular limb frequently overlooked by other species in a fight, but not by this human. The sweep left her vulnerable to another attack, and she found herself on the mat again, this time with Kincaid on top of her, her arms immobilised and his legs pinning her tail to one of her legs. Infuriated, she used the sheer power of her body to shake him off. Climbing back to her feet, she screamed in rage, desiring nothing else except to break this human into pieces!
 
   “Hagooth!” Midnight said crisply.
 
   As Baneth charged at Kincaid, the Renzar stepped between them, knocking the Rakshani off balance. Hagooth’s greater mass was mostly solid bone and muscle, and he easily pushed her to the mat and sat on her, oblivious to the outraged blows that she pelted him with.
 
   Midnight stepped up to them and barked, “Lieutenant Baneth, cease that right now!” Shi sent an empathic shove to add weight to that command. Baneth stopped abruptly, and Midnight inclined hir head to Hagooth to indicate to get off her.
 
   “Get up, Baneth!” Midnight said sternly.
 
   The Rakshani did so, burning with humiliation.
 
   “That was a disgraceful performance, Lieutenant. I expected far better from you.”
 
   “So he knows a few tricks,” she replied sullenly.
 
   “I’m not talking about losing the fight; I’m disgusted with the way you lost control and intended to harm your team-mate. That fight, while demonstrating your skills of which I’m already fully aware, was mostly intended to see how you would deal with a certain situation, and you failed badly. And didn’t I tell you to learn more about your team-mates?”
 
   Baneth was angered. “I did! I read all their records, know all their specialities, and more!”
 
   “Anyone can read official records, Baneth. I told you to read about them. A small amount of effort would have informed you that Kincaid is ranked in the top five unarmed combat masters in the entire Fleet. He is responsible for training many of the elite in inter-species fighting techniques. He has even developed special techniques for use by and against taurforms such as myself. We are very privileged to have him assigned to the Pegasus. I fully expected you to lose, Lieutenant. I wanted to know if you could deal with that. Turns out that you can’t. Perhaps you don’t belong on the Alpha Team after all?”
 
   Baneth just quietly seethed.
 
   “Get back in line, Baneth. Watch the rest of us train. When you realise that you still have some things to learn, I’ll let you have another turn.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   A few days later, Midnight was in the queue for the replicators in the mess hall when shi heard a familiar voice behind hir.
 
   “So how is the new recruit doing?”
 
   Midnight turned to see Sparks also queued up behind hir. “What drags you away from the engine room?” shi enquired.
 
   “Aside from hunger? Curiosity, of course! Come on, give!”
 
   “I’ll tell you at the table,” Midnight told hir fellow chakat, unwilling to discuss Baneth amidst the crowd.
 
   They collected their food and found an empty table in a far corner where they could talk in semi-privacy.
 
   Midnight took a swig of hir tea first before saying, “So far she’s not as good as I’d hoped, but not as bad as I feared. I’ve succeeded in keeping her mind off Rastivok though.”
 
   “How’d you do that?” Sparks mumbled through a mouthful of tuna roll.
 
   “By getting her to hate my guts,” Midnight admitted. “Rakshani really don’t like to be shown up, and I made her look like a fool in front of the entire team. However, she has a streak of arrogance a mile wide, and if she’s going to integrate into this ship’s Security force, she’s got to learn how to work with a team that doesn’t consist of Rakshani Marines.”
 
   “You set awfully high standards though, Midnight. Mightn’t you be pushing a bit too hard so soon?”
 
   “If she’s going to fill the role for which she is intended, I expect nothing less than her utter best. She has the potential – she sure made Kincaid work hard to beat her, so she certainly has fighting skills. Now if I can get her to use her head a bit more, we might just end up with a hell of a good new addition to the Security team. Now if your curiosity is satisfied for the moment, my stomachs are demanding attention.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Over the next few weeks, Baneth showed that while she might be hot-headed, she was not stupid. She carefully studied her opponents’ techniques before taking them on. She also really studied up on the people in her team, gaining a fuller understanding of how they had earned a place on the elite Alpha team in the process. Her anger with Midnight segued into respect, especially when she realised that the chakat pushed hirself harder than anyone on the team. She finally got to lay hands on hir, although only to practice fighting against a taurform rather than a sparring match. She quickly realised that if she ever got one, shi would be difficult to defeat. Her respect for chakats as a species went up a couple of notches because of hir.
 
   Aside from boring Security duties, there was little to do besides train and hone their skills. Midnight used the main holodeck occasionally to set up simulations for training Alpha and Bravo teams when shi could, but all hoped for some real action.
 
   The Pegasus had many duties. Being the flagship of the First Fleet, its captain, Admiral Kline, often had to attend matters of protocol which involved security details. However, most of the time they were on patrol, trying to deal with interstellar problems, the worst of which were pirates.
 
   The problem with outer space is that it’s unimaginably vast. Pirates frequently succeeded simply because they had a huge amount of choice as to where they would attack merchants, knowing that Federation patrol ships would be unlikely to be near enough to give them trouble. The problem had grown considerably since the introduction of the gravity bomb, a device which when activated, caused such a large disruption in the local gravity field that it would collapse the warp bubble of a starship, usually resulting in the disablement of the warp engines due to the severe feedback. A timer on a bomb smuggled onto a freighter meant that the pirates could practically choose a time and place to make the victim drop into normal space where they would be waiting within easy striking distance. Star Fleet tried to make it harder for the pirates by randomising the time and position of their patrols, but the pirates were still at an advantage.
 
   However, sometimes Star Fleet got lucky.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
    “Captain! I just picked up a big gravity spike.”
 
   Admiral Boyce Kline looked towards the Caitian navigator. “Analysis, Mr Murawrr?” he asked.
 
   “98.7% match to the signature of a typical gravity bomb,” he announced, tail twitching in excitement.
 
   “Helmsman! Get those coordinates and make best speed for them!” Kline hit the button that signalled Red Alert throughout the ship. “All hands to stations. Probable pirate encounter. Prepare for battle.” He switched to a private line. “Kline to Midnight.”
 
   “Midnight here,” came the prompt reply.
 
   “Fortune seems to be smiling upon us this day, Commander. We seem to be within minutes of an ongoing pirate incursion. Get your teams ready for a possible boarding. I want prisoners, Midnight, and the higher up the better.”
 
   “We’ll get them for you, sir. Midnight out.”
 
   Boyce anxiously counted the seconds until they came into sensor range of the ships.
 
   Commander Rosepetal had manned the science station and was using the most sensitive instruments to gather data as fast as possible. She said, “Sensors show three ships – one is a heavy freighter, the other two smaller and faster. Now picking up at least two smaller craft, possibly fighters.”
 
   Kline nodded and opened the comm again. “Fighters prepare for launch. Boarding teams to follow as soon as the area is clear.”
 
   In visual range!” announced Murawrr.
 
   “On main screen!” Boyce ordered.
 
   The scene was still very distant, but the bridge crew could see generally what was happening. One of the pirate ships was already pulling away, apparently having spotted the approaching Federation ship. Within moments, it jumped into warp, abandoning its fellow pirate ship.
 
   “I hope that you got a lock on that ship?” Boyce asked.
 
   “Yes sir, I got a solid lock,” Murawrr confirmed. “As long as we don’t dawdle here, we can catch them,” he added confidently.
 
   They could now see the other ship clearly. In order to prevent their victims from sending a nasty surprise by Matter Transporter, the pirate ship had a M-T disruptor field about it. However, that worked both ways, so they couldn’t beam themselves onto the freighter. Instead they were crudely docked to the ship by a pair of boarding tubes. This had prevented them from making a quick exit, so instead they had to stand and fight. 
 
   They reached the ships and dropped out of warp. “All fighters and boarding craft launch!” ordered the Admiral.
 
   There was a flurry of activity as several small craft launched from the hangar deck. The fighters immediately set off in pursuit of the pirate’s attack ships, clearing a safe lane for the boarding craft. As soon as they were clear, the Pegasus jumped back into warp, hot on the tail of the fleeing pirate ship.
 
   The pirates’ attack craft were hopelessly outclassed by the Federation fighters, and the boarding craft docked with the freighter at several airlocks without incident.
 
   
  
 

Midnight tapped hir comm. “Hagooth, you there?”
 
   After a brief pause, he answered, “Am here, Commander. Pirates defending boarding tube are. In a moment finished.”
 
   “Wait for Squads Three and Four to join you, then board that ship as fast as you can!”
 
   “Piece of pie, Commander,” came Hagooth’s confident reply. “Hagooth out.”
 
   “OK, people, sensors show that portable M-T disruptors being used, so we can’t use our shuttles’ Transporter to jump ahead. On the other hand, they betray the pirates’ positions, so we’ll aim for them. There are sure to be others though, so remember the drill. Squad One will secure the parts of the ship as we make our way to the bridge. Squad Two will head for the cargo holds where the other disruptor is. Querl and I will take point. Baneth, you will give us cover fire if necessary, but your main task is to protect Senji. All weapons set to heavy stun. We want to bring these bastards to justice, and perhaps answer some questions, so no corpses!”
 
   Baneth acknowledged the order without hesitation, but was puzzled as to why the ferret was not dressed in heavy armour like everyone else. The little morph just grinned and winked at the Rakshani towering over him. He was clad in a snug-fitting one-piece suit with a hood that was not yet pulled on. It did not seem particularly capable of defending him against either projectile or energy weapons. She supposed that she’d find out in due time.
 
   Querl and Midnight stepped through the airlock, their weapons held up and ready to fire. Again Baneth was puzzled when, side-by-side, they linked their tails which were only partially armoured. They proceeded down the corridor like that, turning around the corner of a T-intersection in synch. Midnight signalled two of the squad members to guard the opposite direction. Baneth would have sent several people to check it out, but apparently the chakat seemed to know something that she didn’t. The freighter was a warren of corridors accessing various storage compartments, and at the next intersection, without any indication that Baneth could perceive, the two simultaneously aimed at a blind corner. A moment later, two pirates dressed in light armour charged out, only to be struck immediately by the waiting phaser beams before they could even begin to aim. The Rakshani was very impressed. Somehow the duo was detecting concealed enemies with uncanny accuracy.
 
   This time Midnight sent half a squad down one corridor, indicating four more targets. The rest resumed their march towards their objective. Once, Querl stopped before a corner, reset hys weapon to maximum, and fired through the corner. The high-intensity beam cut through the wall like a hot knife through butter, and a small explosion came from the corridor around the corner. Proceeding forward, Baneth saw that there had been a tripod-mounted beamer waiting in ambush for them. Such weapons had built-in sensor distorters to prevent them from being targeted, yet Querl’s beam had struck it squarely in the power pack, causing the explosion. Two pirates were there on the floor, groaning in pain. Midnight calmly stunned them both to ensure that they would not recover to be a threat.
 
   Another intersection came up, and again the two aimed blindly. Two people, a human and a cat morph, burst out, but neither chakat nor skunktaur fired. The two threw themselves to the floor as two more armour-clad figures followed close behind, only to be shot promptly. Baneth had been on the verge of shooting the first two men before she realised that they had to be freighter crew-members being used in a failed diversion. Somehow, Querl and Midnight not only were detecting hidden threats, but sorting friend from foe.
 
   This time though, an alarm went off in Baneth’s head. Something was wrong. As the taurs passed, one of the supposedly stunned pirates stirred, and his weapon came to bear on Midnight. Baneth switched instantly to high-energy beam and shot him, and he collapsed with a smoking hole in his chest.
 
   Midnight’s attention had been focused forward, but upon hearing the phaser fire behind hir, shi looked back, saw the dead pirate and Baneth’s phaser still pointed at him, and asked, “What just happened here?”
 
   “One pirate was not stunned, sir. He was about to shoot you in the back,” Baneth replied.
 
   Midnight frowned. “That kind of armour is insufficient to protect him from the effects of a heavy stun shot. How could he still be moving?” It was obvious that the chakat was a little sceptical and suspected the Rakshani of getting too keyed-up.
 
   “I saw him move too, Commander,” Senji said.
 
   Baneth explained. “Look closely and you can see that this one is a cyborg. I’ve seen it once before. He has a special energy-dispersing net built in, and your stun beam barely tickled him. He was just faking being stunned to catch you by surprise. However, the dispersed energy makes a slight glow around the person. I glimpsed it when you shot him, and my senses went on alert. The moment he moved, I was onto him. Only a high-energy beam is effective against that kind of defence, so it had to be a kill shot.”
 
   Midnight nodded. “Very good,” was hir terse reply, then shi resumed their advance.
 
   Close to their goal, Senji suddenly announced, “This is it, Commander.”
 
   They stopped and Midnight asked, “Where?”
 
   Peering at the scanner in his left hand, he pointed with his right. “There!”
 
   Midnight set hir weapon to cut through the wall carefully, removing a large chunk of panelling, and revealing a plethora of pipes and cables. Baneth realised that this had to be the main duct for all of the control cables, ventilation, and fluid supplies for the ship. While it had plenty of room to secure all of those, it was never intended for anyone to actually go inside of it because it was far too small.
 
   “I’m up!” Senji said with his customary grin. He handed the scanner to the bemused Rakshani, then pulled his hood over his head, leaving just his mask of black fur visible. Suddenly the suit became very hard to focus on, and the ferret morph seemed to blend in with the background.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “A stealth suit!” Baneth realised. “So that’s what one looks like.”
 
   The ferret almost seemed to flow into the cramped conduit, and he quickly vanished from sight. Baneth looked at Midnight queryingly.
 
   Midnight smiled. “He told you that he was a ninja when you met him. Now you can see the truth.”
 
   “What’s he going to do?” Baneth asked as they moved off again.
 
   Midnight explained, “You already know that because the penalties for piracy are so harsh, many pirates will do just about anything rather than be captured. That puts the crew of this ship in danger because they are bargaining chips. Pirates can and have shot hostages to demonstrate the lengths that they are prepared to go to secure their own freedom. We’re not going to give them that opportunity. Senji will infiltrate the bridge where the pirates have holed up with several of the freighter’s crew. He will be able to place every person, friend or foe, and when we make our move, he will also attack them from the direction that they least expect, or protecting anyone who most needs it.”
 
   “But won’t they have jammers preventing us from scanning them? Any data Senji tries to send us will either get blocked or garbled,” Baneth objected.
 
   Midnight grinned. “Normally you’d be correct, but we are using a method that can’t be so easily jammed. Senji will literally be our eyes.”
 
   Baneth frowned in thought. “Has that anything to do with the way that you and Querl have been picking off hidden targets seemingly without effort?”
 
   “Good, you figured it out. Yes it does. It is a little known fact that skunktaurs can share their Talent with other skunktaurs, and with chakats too. Querl and I formed a gestalt of our Talents which virtually enabled us to see around corners, and incidentally not be deceived by pushing out innocent civilians as a diversion. The only catch is that we need to be in physical contact for it to work properly, hence why we entwine our bare tails. It leaves them a bit vulnerable though, so we appreciate someone reliable at our backs. Anyway, as soon as Senji gets into a suitable position, we’ll be able to see through his eyes. A willing partner is much better for this purpose. We’ll also get the mental disposition of everyone in there and try to anticipate their reactions.”
 
   Their group reached the bridge main door without further incident.
 
   “Now what?” Baneth asked.
 
   “We wait for Senji to get into position,” Midnight replied. “Right now though, we can already tell that there are six pirates in there with four crew. Since we’re the law here, we have to give them a chance to surrender.” Shi activated a nearby internal comm. “Anyone on the bridge, this is Lieutenant Commander Midnight of Star Fleet Security. You are ordered to release your hostages unharmed and surrender.”
 
   Baneth wasn’t sure if there would be an answer, but then again, Marines weren’t usually involved with negotiations. It was only moments before an answer did come.
 
   “I’ve got a better idea, Fleet. You all go back to your ship, and we won’t carve up the captain and his crew. Better decide quickly, or we might just start practicing on one just to prove that we’re serious.”
 
   “I’d say that was a ‘no’,” Baneth commented.
 
   Midnight gave her a grim smile. “Yeah, but not unexpected. With penalties ranging as far as execution or mind-wipe, the pirates will try everything to make us back off. They know that we value the lives of the crew more, so they think that they’re in a strong bargaining position. We’re going to disillusion them.”
 
   The chakat indicated to a couple of squad members to bring up a piece of equipment that they had been lugging around. Magnetically clamping it to the floor in front of the door, they activated it and focused it on the centre of the secured airlock. It was a portable presser beam, designed to knock down any door in a controlled manner.
 
   Midnight’s eyes suddenly seemed to focus elsewhere. “Senji is ready… the captain is being held by what appears to be the leader… another standing nearby covering him… two pirates using the other three crewmembers as a shield between them and the door…the final two are on each side of the door where they can’t be hit from out here.”
 
   Querl, whose eyes were also strangely focused, said, “I can shoot one of them through the wall, but the other is standing in front of critical ship systems.”
 
   “Senji is sure that he can get the leader and the cover man before they can react. That leaves the difficult ones,” Midnight continued.
 
   “We need to get those three crewmembers out of the line of fire,” Baneth said. “If we can time it right, I could knock them down out of the way, and then snap a shot back at the man at the door.”
 
   “You’d need to know exactly where they are and act without a moment’s hesitation. Very risky,” Midnight assessed.
 
   “Maybe if I could see what you’re seeing, it would improve the odds?” suggested Baneth.
 
   Midnight gave her a keen look. “You could, but you lack Senji’s training. It requires an open mind and complete trust. Do you think that you can put aside your personal feelings and submit to us encroaching on your mind in the ultimate intimacy?”
 
   “If it can be done, I will do it!” declared Baneth.
 
   Midnight nodded in satisfaction. “Very well, lift your visor. Querl, let’s try to link her.”
 
   The skunktaur took off hys armoured gauntlet and touched the Rakshani’s cheek. She immediately felt hys presence, with Midnight closely coupled to hym. At first she mentally flinched from the contact, then she steadied herself and let the skunktaur delve deeper into her being. She had no Talent and no control, so it was a bit frightening, but it was also fascinating. She who had been so aloof and superior was now becoming part of the unity – no more; no less. She shoved aside the last of her overweening pride and suddenly she was part of the gestalt, and her senses exploded.
 
   Baneth staggered a bit, then started to get a hold of herself again. She was looking at the closed airlock to the bridge still, but although she could not see through it, she nevertheless could perceive quite clearly the people and objects beyond it. She was seeing what Senji was relaying to Querl and Midnight, adjusted by their perception of their relative positions. She was both awed and thrilled.
 
   “I can see them!” she said excitedly. “I can place them exactly. Commander, I can do this. Let me lead the charge.”
 
   Midnight nodded hir approval. “OK, we’ll do that. We need to coordinate our strikes exactly so that there’s the very least chance for the pirates to harm the crew. On my signal, activate the presser, aiming for this point.” Shi indicated it to the presser’s operator. “Senji will shoot the leader, Querl will get the first door man, and Baneth will be through the door during the chaos. Everyone ready?”
 
   “One moment, Commander, I’m going to take a running start.” Baneth walked back several paces, then nodded.
 
   Midnight said, “I’ll be coming through the moment that you’ve dealt with the second door man. Okay, on the count of three. One… two…”
 
   Baneth took off.
 
   “Three!”
 
   The presser beam slammed into the door, wrenching it out of its frame and hurling it to the side of the bridge that Midnight had indicated was clear of people. Baneth was just a fraction behind, her mind’s eye fixed on the crew being used as shields. Well before her actual eyes saw them, she was hurtling through the air towards them. She body-slammed two of them, and her tail knocked the third to the floor. The fully-armoured Rakshani probably injured them, but that was better than being killed in the crossfire, or deliberately coldly murdered. That same armour was now shielding them from the fire of the second door man. Baneth had already started aiming for him even as she was flying towards the crew. She ‘knew’ exactly where he was, and a single shot took him out. Midnight had already started hir charge through the airlock, knowing full well that shi would be targeted by the two pirates who had been using the crew as shields. Shi had two advantages though – firstly hir armour was the best in the Federation, and reinforced with a force-field. Shi took two glancing shots and one directly over hir upper heart, but the force-field dissipated the energy beams spectacularly but harmlessly. The high-intensity beams took a terrible toll on the suit’s power pack though, and another direct hit could have caused it to fail. Midnight never intended to give them that chance. Hir second advantage was natural – chakats could leap to extraordinary lengths, and while the pirates continued to fire at normal height, shi leapt upwards and the beams passed harmlessly under hir. Even as shi sailed gracefully through the air, shi snapped off a shot at one of them, and landed forelegs first on the other’s head. Shi then shot the pirate to ensure that he was stunned and out of action.
 
   Querl yelled “Clear!” from the airlock doorway.
 
   Baneth climbed to her feet, took off her helmet and solicitously checked out the crewmembers whom she had knocked over. Senji shimmered into view and helped the Rakshani get the crew persons to their feet. Baneth saw that the leader of the group and his cover man were equally incapacitated by the little ferret’s shots, and she gained a new respect for her team-mate’s efficient skills.
 
   Taking off hir helmet also, Midnight approached the captain of the ship, a greying black cat morph, who was just as disoriented as the rest by the fast and furious action.
 
   “Sir, I am Lieutenant Commander Midnight of Star Fleet Security. I apologise for any damage or injuries incurred due to our actions.”
 
   The captain looked incredulous. “Commander, we all were certain that we’d be dead very soon. Anything is an improvement over that.”
 
   “I think that tiger broke my arm,” interjected one of the crew whom Baneth had bowled over, grimacing with the pain, “but the other is going to be hoisting a drink in your honour. I’ve never been so glad to see Star Fleet in all my life!”
 
   “I’m a Rakshani, not a tiger, sir,” Baneth corrected, “But you’re welcome anyway.”
 
   “How are the rest of my crew doing, Commander?” the captain asked with great concern.
 
   “Let’s both get an update, shall we?” Midnight answered. Activating hir wrist comm, she said, “Squad One, report!”
 
   “Squad One leader here. All secure. No further action.”
 
   “Squad Two, report!”
 
   “Squad Two leader. We have the last two pirates barricaded in one of the cargo holds. We’ll have them dealt with in less than five minutes, sir. All else has been secured and no casualties.”
 
   “Very good, Squad Two. Report when concluded. Midnight out.” Shi faced the captain. “Your ship will very soon be clear, and it appears that none of your crew has been seriously harmed. You’ve come out of this amazingly well.”
 
   “Don’t I know it!” the old cat said fervently. “What’s happening with that ship that’s docked to us?”
 
   “Two squads are working on that rat’s nest right now. As soon as we’ve cleaned out the garbage here, we’ll join them.” Shi activated hir comm again. “Midnight to Hagooth – progress report, please.”
 
   After a short delay, Hagooth’s voice came back. “Much resistance there is. Fighting to their deaths they are. Is good.”
 
   “Squad One will be reinforcing you very soon. Squad Two will be about ten minutes later,” shi advised.
 
   “Take time, Commander. All under control is.”
 
   “Understood. Midnight out.” Shi then ordered Squad One to regroup at the boarding tube and put themselves at Hagooth’s disposal.
 
   The captain was looking a bit puzzled. “That Hagooth person seems rather blasé for someone in such danger.”
 
   Midnight grinned. “Hagooth is a combat specialist who rarely gets the opportunity to put his skills to the test. He’s enjoying himself at the moment.”
 
   “You make it sound like it’s a game to him. I’m not sure that I could trust my life to someone like that.”
 
   “You’re half right. In a way it is a game to him, but one where you get a higher score for inflicting the least amount of injury or damage to achieve the goal. The squad members like having him calling the shots as their chances of a safe and successful mission are much better. However, we’d better go help out anyway.”
 
   “Good luck, Commander,” the captain said, echoed by the crew.
 
   While Midnight and the captain had been talking, Querl had found and deactivated the M-T disruptor. Other squad members attached Transporter markers to the unconscious pirates, and one by one they were beamed over to the shuttles’ holding cells. Although they should be unconscious for hours, Midnight couldn’t be sure when the Pegasus would return, and therefore shi needed to ensure that the pirates could be of no further threat. Shi noted that they all appeared to be Voxxans. The alien species had often been nicknamed ‘humans in fox suits’, they were so alike. Unfortunately they also shared a similar criminal element. Every species in the federation had its pirates though, so their nature wasn’t really significant. Shi just hoped that their capture would lead to more significant inroads into the piracy problem.
 
   “Okay, let’s move out!” Midnight ordered when everyone was finished.
 
   As they headed for the pirate ship, Baneth said, “Better change out your power pack, Commander. You took a couple of strong hits back there.”
 
   Midnight replied, “I intend to do so, and I suggest that you do the same.”
 
   “Me?” Baneth checked her power gauge and was surprised to see that was reading only about 30%.
 
   “The guy by the door must have been trigger-happy because he shot you square in the back as you leaped past him, but you didn’t even notice it because you were so focused on your goal. You did get a couple of lesser hits while you were protecting the crew, but it was that big blast that drained your power.”
 
   Not for the first time, Baneth blessed the efficacy of her armour.
 
   When they reached the docking tube to the pirate ship, Midnight called Hagooth again. “We’re here. Where do you need us?”
 
   He replied, “With Squad Leader Three to rendezvous. Your Talents needed are.”
 
   “Acknowledged,” Midnight replied, then looked at Baneth. “Ready to clean out the scum? We don’t have any innocent bystanders to worry about now.”
 
   Baneth grinned back. “I’m ready. Let’s show them that you don’t mess with Fed Sec!”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   An hour and a half later, the Pegasus returned with the disabled pirate ship in tow. All prisoners were transferred to detention cells aboard the starship, and the Security teams stood down. Before Baneth could head for the prep room to divest her armour, Midnight said to her, “Report to my office in forty minutes.”
 
   “Aye sir,” Baneth said, wondering what it was about.
 
   She barely had time to undress, stow her armour, set the power packs to recharge, then freshen up before heading to Midnight’s office. In spite of the tight timing, it seemed that the chakat had managed to do the same and still had time to start on hir reports.
 
   “Second Lieutenant Baneth reporting as ordered, sir!” she said crisply as she saluted.
 
   Midnight returned the salute and said, “At ease. Take a seat, Baneth.”
 
   The Rakshani found a chair suitable for her frame amongst the collection that Midnight kept in hir office, and made herself comfortable.
 
   Midnight waited for her to be seated, then said, “As of now, you are being taken out of Alpha Team and you will be joining Bravo team as of start of shift tomorrow.”
 
   Baneth was shocked, then outraged. “What have I done to deserve being kicked out of the Alpha Team and sent to the second-stringers?” she demanded.
 
   Midnight held up hir hands. “Whoa! Not so fast! It isn’t what you’re thinking. For starters, Bravo Team is not a bunch of second-stringers; they are all very competent young people, rising stars in their fields. It’s true that I surround myself with the experts, but that doesn’t mean that I staff Bravo Team with also-rans. I can’t be on duty 24 hours a day, and nor can any of the other Alpha Team members. So when I’m off duty, I need to know that my very best alternatives are there to do the job, and that’s Bravo Team.”
 
   “I see,” Baneth said, only slightly mollified, “but that still means that I didn’t rate it as one of Alpha’s experts.”
 
   Midnight smiled. “On the contrary, you exceeded my expectations.”
 
   Baneth blinked in confusion. “Then… why?”
 
   “Think about it for a moment. Each Alpha Team member has a special skill, the tops in their field. You, on the other hand, while proven to be an excellent Marine, have no particular unique skill, but I had you learning all that you could from everyone in the past few weeks. I needed you to know who and what you would be working with before being shifted to your permanent assignment. Baneth, you do have something that the others lack. You are not merely going to be joining that team, you are going to be their commanding officer, which means that in the Security division, you will be second only to me.”
 
   Baneth gaped, and then finally managed to speak. “Then… it’s really a promotion?”
 
   Midnight grinned. “Yes, and you certainly earned it.”
 
   “But what about all the others who have seniority?”
 
   “No one here gets promoted merely for being here longer. While I’m in charge, only the truly competent get that privilege. You came here freshly promoted to Second Lieutenant and full of pride. You were young and arrogant, and I thought that Star Fleet Command might have made a mistake in assigning you to here, but your profile indicated that you had great potential as a leader, if only I could get you to focus on your job, keep your mind off Rastivok, and learn. So I pushed you hard, and you responded well, even if it was just to show me up. You have learned, and this pirate encounter was the perfect test for you. You demonstrated your competence, your ability to improvise, suggest courses of action, act independently and, best of all, you successfully joined our gestalt, something that cannot be accomplished without complete trust, openness, and willingness to cooperate. You are ready to take on this responsibility now. As I said, you’ve earned it.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Baneth said sincerely. “I must admit that I feel a bit overwhelmed by this sudden change in my status.”
 
   “I’d be surprised if you weren’t, but I’m also sure that you can handle it. I suggest that you take the rest of your duty period getting to know more about your new team.”
 
   Baneth grinned. “Now I fully understand what you mean by getting to know them. No surprises this time.” Her expression turned sly. “So, have I earned that one-on-one sparring match with you yet, sir?”
 
   Midnight threw hir head back laughing. “I suppose you have, Baneth. I’ll schedule a bout soon. Now let’s go take a break. We’ve both earned that today.”
 
   As she got up, Baneth said, “There’s another thing that you said that you were correct about, sir.”
 
   “What’s that?” Midnight asked curiously.
 
   “You are a sneaky bitch,” Baneth confirmed.
 
   “And don’t you forget it!” Midnight replied with a wink.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Sparks nuzzled Midnight and gave hir a lick-kiss on the cheek. “Congratulations on your promotion to Commander Third, by the way. I hope you liked my reward for you as much.”
 
   “Hell, yeah!” Midnight replied. “I like that kind of reward a lot.”
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   “That really felt wonderful. See? It’s much better when you come to me before you get all stressed out.”
 
   “I know,” Midnight admitted. “Don’t keep nagging me about it. Now that I have Baneth looking after Bravo Team, I don’t have to oversee both teams constantly, and I have more time for myself.”
 
   “So everything worked out with Baneth then?”
 
   “Oh yes, she has already made a difference to Bravo team. She did manage to surprise me though.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Remember that I told you that Rakshani try to prove their worth to potential mates by trying to better them?”
 
   “Yeah. So she’s been chasing Rastivok?” Sparks conjectured.
 
   “Of course, but that isn’t what surprised me. Apparently she was very impressed with the way that I handled her, and she propositioned me!”
 
   Sparks giggled. “How did you handle that?”
 
   “Let’s just say that it’s a good thing that I have plenty of experience with Zhane.”
 
   Sparks rolled on the bed, laughing hir head off.
 
   Midnight rolled hir eyes. “The things that I do to keep my team happy,” shi murmured before tickle-attacking the cheeky engineer.
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   Alandri ne Kanawa was having a good day. At first the Voxxan mel had been annoyed when he had been informed that he would have to spend the afternoon with the new crewmember doing indoctrination and familiarisation procedures – that is until he found out that the new crew was a pretty young fem named E'Tina te Janera. She had been attentive to everything he had said, but seemed even more interested in him. When they were done, she had suggested that they could go to one of the local Terran coffee clubs that had sprung up in the Voxxan city, and he was quick to agree. One thing had led to another, and they were now back at his dorm. His eyes roved over her curvaceous form and she smiled at him encouragingly. He admired her fine narrow vulpine muzzle, the delicately patterned fur that highlighted her features, and the gorgeous platinum hair that framed her face. She had dressed in a skirt with a plunging neckline that accentuated her medium-sized but very perky breasts, and her shapely legs had their fur immaculately groomed. When she was sure he'd had gazed long enough, she opened a bottle of Jandesian mead that she had brought along as he fetched a pair of glasses, and she poured them both a generous amount.
 
   Handing Alandri one of the glasses, she said, “Will you make the toast?”
 
   Alandri was amused by her formality but complied. He kept it simple. “To good health and good fortune on our voyage.”
 
   E'Tina smiled with a hint of secret amusement. “Yes, good fortune indeed.”
 
   They took a sip of the exotic mead and the stimulating thrill it gave him heightened his expectations. Yes, this evening was looking very promising.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Captain E'Larra te Kanawa shut off the comm with a mixture of concern and annoyance. Their freight and logistics company was largely a family business, and a major proportion of the staff and ship’s crew was related in some way. Her grandson, Alandri, was not given any favouritism though, any more than any of her other children or grandchildren. He was a very competent crewmember and filled an important position on the ship, one that should not be handled by just one person on a long-term basis. E'Larra had been glad to find him a back-up, but now it seemed that the new hire was going to have to take on the full workload.
 
   E'Larra wondered what had brought on the sudden illness that had landed Alandri in hospital, and whether it might affect any of the other crewmembers. The medtech she had talked to had been unhelpful in that they had yet to identify the cause of his illness. Whatever the reason was though, he would not be in any shape to go on this delivery run for a long while, and there was no way that their contract would allow any delay of this important shipment, even just a day. She sighed. She did not even have time to visit him in the hospital.
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   Pressing the internal comm button, E'Larra said, “Specialist E'Tina te Janera – report to the bridge immediately.”
 
   The fem arrived in less than a hannit, dressed smartly in her new ship’s uniform. “You wished to see me, Captain?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, Specialist Janera. You will be taking first watch instead of Specialist Kanawa who has taken ill.”
 
   “Aye, Captain!” “Janera replied and headed for her station.
 
   The captain consulted her status board and saw that the cargo had been listed as secured and hatches were shut. “Status report!” she demanded of the bridge crew in general.
 
   The crew reported that all departments were ready and the ship was good for departure.
 
   E'Larra tapped the PA button and announced, “All hands prepare for immediate take-off,” and then she tapped the external comm button. “Galaya Tower, this is Kanawa’s Pride. We are ready for an on-time departure for scheduled lift-off. Requesting clearance for departure.”
 
   “Kanawa’s Pride, you are clear for take-off on vector Alpha Seven at 0715,” came back the reply.
 
   “Thank you, Galaya Tower. Kanawa’s Pride out.” E'Larra switched off the comm and said, “Power up the contra-grav.”
 
   The helmsman activated the contra-grav controls and they all felt the deep hum of the unit build until it reached its peak. At that point, their massive megaton freighter weighed only a fraction of its normal amount, and stabilisers were needed to counter the gusty winds that were pushing against the large surface area of the freighter.
 
   “Contra-grav at full operational level. Inertial dampers on,” announced the helmsman.
 
   On the dot of 0715, E'Larra said, “Thrusters on!”
 
   Powerful thrusters lifted the massive ship from its docking cradle with ease. Without the contra-grav, the ship wouldn't have budged, but instead the Kanawa’s Pride flew up into the atmosphere with speed and grace that defied its lumbering looks.
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   Once they passed through the stratosphere and slipped out of the grasp of Voxxa’s gravity, the power-hungry contra-grav units were shut down. The helmsman set course on a vector to get them further out of the planet’s gravity well as quickly as possible. 
 
   When they were safely out of Voxxa’s reach, he announced, “Ready for warp, Captain.”
 
   “Set course for Arisia.”
 
   “Course plotted and laid in.”
 
   “Engage Lightspeed 5.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   Just before the freighter slipped into warp though, a very brief directed beam message was sent, completely unnoticed by any of the crew except for the one who had sent it.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Once the course was set and they were under way to the Arisia system, there was little for the bridge crew to do besides routine monitoring and scheduled diagnostics and maintenance. Halfway into the shift, the captain handed the bridge off to her second-in-command and left to do some inspections. E'Tina was busier than most however, but not all of it was anything that the rest of the crew would have approved of. Surreptitiously plugging in a data crystal, she downloaded several programs into the computer. Each program was extremely sophisticated, avoiding the monitor programs and fooling the authentication routines. When the last of the programs was installed, E'Tina nodded in satisfaction. She checked the chronometer and set a timer to trigger the programs. Then she hid all the evidence of her tampering and continued on with normal bridge operations.
 
   Captain E'Larra returned before the end of the shift and resumed the captain’s chair. Fifteen hannits later, the second shift started arriving and relieving the bridge crew. Another young female approached E'Tina’s station and said, “I relieve you, Specialist.”
 
   E'Tina nodded and signed off. She got up and said, “The station is yours.” She then left the bridge and headed for her quarters. Once inside, she quickly changed out of her ship’s uniform and opened her kit bag. From it she extracted parts that she assembled into an energy weapon. It hadn't been easy getting that aboard, but anything was possible if you knew how. She made a few other preparations before settling down on her bunk to wait for the designated time.
 
   With just one hannit to go, E'Tina got up and opened her door. A passing crewmember frowned in puzzlement at her strange attire but continued on. She headed in the direction of the number two airlock and reached it moments before the critical time.
 
   Exactly at the programmed time, the warp engines shut down. Consternation broke out on the bridge, and the captain demanded an explanation.
 
   “Sorry, captain,” the helmsperson said. “I don't know. My panel says that we're still at warp five and nothing I'm doing is making any difference.
 
   With a growl, E'Larra stabbed the comm button. “Engineering! What's happening down there? Why have we stopped?”
 
   After a moment, the chief engineer’s voice replied. “Captain, it looks like a forced shut-down. I'm trying to find out why but our diagnostics panels are lying to us. It could be….”
 
   Just then the lights died and the comm fell silent. Only the main view screen remained active to illuminate the bridge. One by one, the crew reported that their stations were unresponsive.
 
   “Sandok! Go to engineering and find out what's going on,” E'Larra ordered.
 
   Sandok got up from his station and headed for the main door. It refused to open. He tried a secondary door but it was equally unresponsive. “Captain, the doors are sealed,” he replied.
 
   E'Larra frowned. That didn't sound like a breakdown to her. Doors like those were supposed to be fail-safe. “Use an emergency hatch. Do anything that you can, but get me some information.”
 
   Sandok nodded, but as he headed for the nearest manually operated emergency hatch, another crewmember said, “Captain! Look at the view screen – bottom right corner.”
 
   E'Larra saw what had caught the crewmember’s attention. “A ship. Can we zoom in on that?”
 
   The crewmember tried various things but nothing happened. “Sorry, Captain, those controls seem to be disabled also. The screen is stuck on its last setting.”
 
   They watched as the ship rapidly grew in size on an obvious rendezvous with the stricken freighter.
 
   “How in Varhak did that ship get so close without our sensors detecting it?” E'Larra demanded. Given the short time that they had been disabled, it was still well within the sensor range of their instruments.
 
   The First Officer replied, “I'm guessing sabotage, Captain. What else explains what has happened?”
 
   E'Larra nodded reluctantly. She had suspected as much already, but now it had a dread finality. “Everyone, prepare for hostilities. Sandok, keep trying to get to Engineering, but spread the alarm to everyone on the way. T'Landri, go with him. Everyone else, arm yourselves from the weapons locker and then try your best to get your stations activated again. If this is sabotage, then there may be a way to reverse it.”
 
   Sandok and T'Landri armed themselves before making their way to the service tunnel hatch and starting their climb down to the lower levels of the ship through the narrow tunnel that was dimly lit only by emergency lamps. T'Landri took an exit almost immediately. “I'll start warning everyone on this level and work my way down. You better make engineering your priority.”
 
   Sandok nodded agreement and continued on down.
 
   T'Landri encountered only a few crewmembers however and soon discovered why. The bridge doors weren't the only ones stuck closed, and most of the crew were trapped in whatever rooms they were in when the blackout began. It didn't take a very large crew to run the ship either, so he was only able to able to find those few who had been travelling along the corridors. He sent them to do the same as he was doing on other decks. Once he encountered banging coming from a translift door but he was unable to do anything for those trapped within. He finally reached the airlock level and saw someone by the door controls.
 
   “Hey! What are you doing? The captain wants everyone prepared for a pirate attack,” he told her.
 
   E'Tina smiled and said, “Oh, I'm already prepared. See?” She raised the stunner that she had concealed in one hand and shot him. T'Landri slumped to the floor, deeply unconscious. “It seems that you weren't as prepared though. The captain will be so disappointed in you… if she survives,” she added maliciously.
 
   Back on the bridge, E'Larra watched the ship rapidly grow on the screen. Still partially obscured by being half off-screen, it took longer to identify it. Finally she was able to discern that it was an oddball kludge of various starship equipment that had apparently been salvaged… or plundered… from several types of ships. She recognised warp nacelles from a fast cruiser, sensor systems from long-range scout-ships, and reaction engines from yet another source.
 
   “Okay, people, there's no doubt now that we're getting a visit from pirates. Don't underestimate them – they've obviously put a lot of planning into capturing our ship without our being able to fight back, so we're not up against fools. Use the weapons to defend yourselves as best you can, but don't take needless risks. With a bit of luck, we may get out of this with only the loss of our cargo. I don't want to preside over any funerals – understood?”
 
   “Yes, Captain!”
 
   Unexpectedly, the comm burst into life. “Kanawa’s Pride, this is Ganthak’s Claw. Prepare to be boarded. If you know what's good for you, you'll lay down your weapons and cooperate. Give us any trouble and suffer the consequences.”
 
   “E'Larra hit the comm button savagely and snarled, “Go to Pardrak, you misbegotten offspring of a stench-worm!”
 
   The only reply was a nasty laugh.
 
   E'Larra said softly, “May A'Bati, the Blessed Lady of Light, look after us in our time of need.”
 
   There were murmurs of “Amen” from all the bridge crew.
 
   As E'Larra fumed in anger and frustration, she realised with certainty that their breakdown in the close proximity of the pirate ship was no coincidence. Not only was it sabotage, but it was extremely well executed, certainly an inside job, and seeing as she trusted the family members implicitly, that narrowed it down to a very few people. Belatedly she realised that poor Alandri’s sudden illness had to be one part of the plot.
 
   “If anyone sees E'Tina te Janera, I want you to shoot her without hesitation. If we survive this, we can question her later, but for now she is to be considered as big a threat as that ship out there.”
 
   “There were a few surprised looks, but most caught on immediately.
 
   “Yes, Captain!” came a chorus of replies.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Sandok reached Main Engineering to find a scene of frantic activity. He quickly found Chief Engineer Mayondar and asked for a report.
 
   “Report? Everything's dead! It doesn't take an engineer to see that,” the irritated Voxxan mel replied.
 
   Sandok was used to the irascible engineer’s manner though, and so he persisted. “Can I tell the captain what you are trying to do about that?”
 
   Mayondar may have been a grumpy mel, but that didn't mean that he wasn't trying his best. “It's obviously computer sabotage. If it had been a total power loss, we would have lost anti-matter containment and died instantaneously. No, this is a very sophisticated attack on the ship’s control systems, so there's no point in looking for failed equipment. Our best bet is to wipe the main computer and re-install from the secure back-ups, and that will remove any malicious instructions. The good news is that it's virtually 100% certain to cure our problems. The bad news is that it's going to take some time as we need to bypass some stuff before we can even begin the reinstallation. That's what we're doing right now. Then it will take fifteen or twenty hannit for the process to complete.”
 
   “I don't think we have that much time. We have a pirate ship closing in on us right now.”
 
   “You think I didn't guess that? Go back and tell the captain to try to hold out for as long as possible, but praying to A'Bati for a miracle won't hurt either.
 
   Sandok nodded and hastened back in the direction of the bridge. He had not gotten past two decks before he felt the unmistakeable shudder of a ship docking with theirs. “Crap! Looks like we're not going to be getting any miracles today.”
 
   He raced as fast as he could towards the bridge once realisation set in, the urgency of the situation lending him new speed. He realised too late he should have been more cautious. Ahead of him was a throng of the boarders who had been let aboard by the traitorous E'Tina, and they showed no signs of stopping for him as they marched up the corridor, brandishing their weapons. Sandok managed to stop in time to raise his hands in surrender, opening his mouth to speak, but it was hopeless. One of the band, gave a confident sneer, raised his rifle and fired before Sandok could utter a word.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Defending the ship was as near to futile as possible under those conditions. The boarding party was armoured against any small arms that the freighter carried. Their progress was virtually unhindered as E'Tina provided the override codes to the frozen doors. The engineering crew tried to barricade themselves in, Mayondar urging them on to greater speed even as he was welding a steel bar across the doors. A heavy-duty beam-cutter suddenly sliced through the obstruction and, to the horror of the others, catching the unfortunate Chief Engineer by surprise, killing him instantly.
 
   When the pirates reached the bridge, they were met with a mixture of beam weapons and slug throwers, but they were as ineffective as all other efforts. E'Larra ordered a ceasefire when she realised that the only effect that they were having was causing damage to their own ship. Even then she might have fought on except that she realised that the pirates were only using stun beams and not anything more lethal.
 
   Holding up her hands and making a show of dropping her weapon, E'Larra said, “We surrender. Please don't harm any of my crew.”
 
   One of the pirates stepped up to her and lifted the visor, revealing a male Voxxan inside. “Now why would I want to harm any of your crew? The Black Colonies have no use for dead or injured workers.”
 
   E'Larra went cold with shock. The Black Colonies were half-legendary unauthorised Voxxan settlements in unknown star systems that were reputed to sustain themselves through a mixture of piracy and slave labour. She now wished that she hadn't surrendered. Better a chance of death than a lifetime of servitude – a pretty short lifetime if half the rumours were true.
 
   “A'Bati curse you!” she spat at him.
 
   The only response was derisive laughter.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Eclipse watched the work crews through the bank of monitors with a touch of envy as they manoeuvred the first of the massive power cores through the skeleton structure of what would be Arisia Gateway’s main power and engineering sphere. The huge primary core and the smaller secondary core had recently arrived from the Luna Power Systems factory, and they marked the near-completion of the primary stage of the space station that would serve the needs of the new colony on the world below.
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   Eclipse very much wanted to be directly involved with the installation of those units which would bring the station up to its full operating capacity, but instead shi was relegated to watching hir space-suited family while she monitored operations and communications from inside the completed Control Centre.
 
   Eclipse stretched hir limber body, the raven-black fur rippling lustrously. Being stuck inside with its artificial gravity field was tiring, and shi wished shi could be in freefall with the others. However, while the Starwalker breed Stellar Foxtaur was physically near identical to the rest of the crew who were also hir family, hir exceptional skills had earned hir promotion to chief of staff plus a privilege. That privilege was currently playing with the three other kits that had been permitted to be conceived early in the project. Eclipse gave Crescent a fond smile. Yes, shi was worth having to stay inside most of the time.
 
   Crescent was also virtually identical to hir kin, but shi stood out by hir attitude. Shi was a cheeky kit, and often made the family laugh. Right now shi was behaving hirself, but shi was nevertheless confined to the playpen in the corner of the control room with the others to prevent hir from getting into mischief. Eclipse watched hir for a few moments before turning hir attention back to the monitors.
 
   The main anti-matter power core massed several hundred tonnes, and it was being very slowly and carefully inched into place with tractor beams operated by hir most skilled kin, while the rest swarmed about it, watching carefully for the slightest problem, and radioing corrections. Although the Starwalkers were bred for living and working in space, they were no less careful than any other spacefarer. There had never been even a modestly serious accident during the entire construction, and they were determined that they would keep that record. Besides, the power cores were the most valuable equipment yet to go into the gateway station, and they commanded the utmost tender loving care.
 
   “Umbra to Eclipse,” came a call over the comm.
 
   “Eclipse here. What's up, Umbra?”
 
   “We've reached the halfway point. Everything's going smoothly,” Umbra reported.
 
   Eclipse glanced at the clock. “Exactly to schedule, I notice. That's what I like to see.”
 
   “Any sign of Kanawa’s Pride yet?”
 
   “No, but if they want their bonus, they will be here on schedule, and that's not due for a couple of hours yet.”
 
   “Knowing Captain E'Larra, I'm surprised that she hasn't turned up already to guarantee that bonus.”
 
   “That's true, but delays happen. I'll let you know when they make contact.”
 
   “OK. Umbra out.”
 
   Eclipse pondered what had just been said. Yes, delays did happen, but E'Larra had a faultless record for delivering safely and on time, which is why her shipping company had been contracted for the job. It was most unlike her to be pushing this close to the deadline.
 
   Another hour and a half of nerve-wracking delicate manoeuvring had brought the power core into place before a blip appeared on the 3D display of the station and its surrounds. The computer identified its transponder as belonging to Kanawa’s Pride and Eclipse smiled. On time again. The captain’s record would remain intact even though she would be pushing it very close.
 
   Activating the comm, Eclipse said, “This is Arisia Gateway calling Kanawa’s Pride. Over.”
 
   After a moment, the reply came. “This is Kanawa’s Pride, E'Tina speaking. Captain E'Larra sends her regards. Over.”
 
   “Thank the captain for me, E'Tina. I don't recall your name. Where's Gallart, the usual comms officer?”
 
   “I'm new as of this voyage. Gallart is off-watch, so you get to talk to me instead. Anyway, what's our approach vector?”
 
   “The vector is the same as all the previous deliveries. Park your ship and await my crew.”
 
   “Pardon a newcomer for wanting to do this by the book, but could you transmit the vectors, please?”
 
   Eclipse chuckled. “Gotta look good for the captain, eh? I can appreciate that. Transmitting vectors now.”
 
   “Vectors received, thanks. I'll talk to you again on final approach. Over.”
 
   “Acknowledged. Arisia Gateway out.”
 
   Eclipse toggled the comm again. “Eclipse to Umbra.”
 
   “Umbra here.”
 
   “Kanawa’s Pride is in system.”
 
   “Excellent timing! That'll give the crew time for a break before we need to unload their cargo. Then we can relieve them of some cash too.”
 
   “Do you think we could have dinner before your poker game?” Eclipse asked drily.
 
   “Well, if you insist.”
 
   “Oh, I do – and I believe the rest of our kin do also.”
 
   “There came a chorus of agreements over the common band.
 
   “OK! OK! I get the hint,” Umbra conceded.
 
   Eclipse shook hir head. It was hard to believe sometimes that hir one-track minded mate was actually an excellent maintenance chief.
 
   With the power core’s main attachment points fastened, it was time for the whole crew to come in and take a break until Kanawa’s Pride docked. Aster, the second in charge and mother of one of Crescent’s playmates, came to let Eclipse have a break also, and thus shi was on duty when the freighter contacted them for final approach. If Eclipse had been on watch, shi might have wondered why the normally flawless docking procedure was far from E'Larra’s standard, but Aster was not as familiar with the ship and its crew. Nevertheless the ship mated with the main cargo port without undue incident.
 
   “Permission to come aboard?” E'Tina asked.
 
   “Permission granted. Welcome to Arisia Gateway,” Aster told her.
 
   “Thank you, Arisia Gateway. You won't believe how eagerly I've been awaiting this. Kanawa’s Pride out.”
 
   Aster watched on the monitor as the cargo bay door soon opened and a small party of Voxxans emerged and headed for the personnel transport. That was normal procedure as there was ‘paperwork’ to be done, not to mention an informal meeting between the captain and the chief of staff. While the Starwalkers were on their break, no cargo would be unloaded anyway. Shi noted when the personnel transport reached the administrative sphere and was ready to admit the party when they sought to enter the office.
 
   Three Voxxans entered, although shi had seen five emerge from the ship and shi briefly wondered about that. They were all dressed in flight suits which wasn't unusual, but up close shi could now see that they covered some armouring, which stirred a sense of uneasiness in hir. The male who was in the lead lacked a tail, and shi didn't much like his smile. Nevertheless shi maintained a sense of professionalism and smiled cordially.
 
   “Welcome again to Arisia Gateway. My name is Aster, and if you will give me your manifest and shipping licence, I'll get the bureaucratic stuff out of the way. We'll be ready to unload you as soon as the others finish their meal break.”
 
   “A slight change of plans,” the tailless one responded. “We'll be taking instead of bringing.”
 
   “Wha… what are you talking about?” Aster asked, taking a step back nervously.
 
   He drew a weapon from a leg pouch, closely followed by the male and female accompanying him. “I mean that we'll be relieving you of those power cores. Now step away from that comms panel or you're going to be short one limb.”
 
   “You're a pirate!” exclaimed Aster.
 
   “More than just any pirate; you're talking to Kaldarr the Tailless, and if you know what's good for you, you won't give me any trouble.”
 
   Aster did as shi was told and moved over to where the kits were playing, worried about what the pirates might do to them.
 
   “Well, isn't that nice?” E'Tina said. “You've got the kits here. How convenient.”
 
   “You keep away from them!” Aster said with hir hackles raising.
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   Kaldarr laughed unpleasantly. “Don't worry – we won't hurt them, just as long as you all cooperate.”
 
   Aster didn't need to be told what might happen if shi didn't cooperate. Shi growled angrily but backed off.
 
   Kaldarr went to the comms panel and changed the settings, then hit the transmit button. “Kaldarr to Ganthak’s Claw. Bring the ship in.”
 
   A voice quickly responded. “Yes, Captain. Did they give you any trouble?”
 
   Kaldarr smiled maliciously. “No. In fact I was given a pleasant welcome. However, for some reason they didn't like my change of plans.”
 
   There was a bark of laughter from the other end. “They never do. Ganthak’s Claw out.”
 
   Kaldarr then made another call. “Kaldarr to Kanawa’s Pride.”
 
   “Kanawa’s Pride here,” came the prompt reply.
 
   “We're in luck – the whole crew is inside for their meal break. Set up just a basic guard outside, and the rest take up positions as planned.”
 
   “Will do, Captain. Kanawa’s Pride out.”
 
   Aster watched the monitor as dozens of pirates suddenly flooded out of the cargo bay hatch, armed with rifles and stunners. They obviously knew where they were headed as groups peeled off to different destinations. Shi cursed hirself for letting the pirates simply walk right in, despite the uncommissioned station simply not needing the extra security as yet. If they survived this, that would definitely have to change!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Down in the mess hall, most of the Starwalkers were in the middle of their meal, eating with a well-earned appetite. Due to the time and difficulty involved in getting in and out of their spacesuits, the ones who were going back outside were still wearing theirs, albeit without the helmet and gloves. The others who were needed to help with the unloading of the control equipment from Kanawa’s Pride had taken theirs off however, and had begun their meal a little later.
 
   There was not a single one prepared for the sight of Voxxans in battle gear pouring into the mess hall, nor was there the slightest chance of resistance. The few staff still at duty stations had no warning whatsoever and were quickly rounded up. Eclipse, who was returning with a tray of food for the kits, didn't even notice the situation in the control room until too late. Within a matter of minutes, Arisia Gateway station was under the complete control of the pirates without a shot being fired.
 
   Eclipse stared defiantly at Kaldarr and said, “So what happens now?”
 
   “Are you in charge here?” Kaldarr asked.
 
   “Yes, I am,” Eclipse replied.
 
   “Then you will tell everyone to suit up and load the power cores onto my ship, of course,” Kaldarr replied as if it should be perfectly obvious.
 
   “Your ship? Kanawa’s Pride isn't yours. Besides it isn't built for transporting those kind of things.”
 
   “I'm not talking about that ship.” Kaldarr changed the view on the screen to show another ship approaching. “That's my ship, and the Claw can handle anything.”
 
   “And what if we don't cooperate?”
 
   “Then my colleague will start shooting your dear kits one at a time until you do.”
 
   E'Tina backed up Kaldarr’s words by grabbing the nearest kit and putting hir weapon up to hir head. Crescent whimpered in distress.
 
   “Bastard!” Eclipse snarled as shi leaped up to punch him on the snout.
 
   The third pirate grabbed Eclipse’s arms and restrained hir. Kaldarr rubbed his abused muzzle and sneered at hir. “You get that one for free. Next time you die! Now you two will join the other four-legged freaks and organise getting those power cores onto my ship quickly. We don't want anyone down on the planet to notice that it's gotten quiet up here and get curious.”
 
   At their prodding, Eclipse and Aster started out of the office, followed closely by Kaldarr and E'Tina. They noticed that the third pirate stayed with the children though. Neither of them had any idea how long the kits would stay safe, but for now they would do as they were told.
 
   Eclipse said, “It took us hours to get the main core into place. It won't be any quicker getting it out.”
 
   “Don't get smart. I know that you put in a big safety margin. You're going to get that core out in half the time, or else!”
 
   Eclipse didn't need to be reminded what the ‘or else’ was.
 
   Eclipse and Aster were brought to the mess hall where everyone had been detained. A quick head count told Eclipse that aside from the children, the pirates had found every member of the crew. There didn't seem to be anything that shi could do besides play along… for now.
 
   Kaldarr frowned as he looked at the crowd. “How in Pardrak do you tell yourselves apart?” he asked irritably. 
 
   The pirate had a point. Unlike the Voxxans with their varied fur colours and patterns, the Starwalkers were uniformly black and of very similar build. Aster and Eclipse had been wearing slightly different uniform tops, but the majority of the crew wore either the spacesuits or the same basic top with comm badge. “By scent and voice,” Eclipse replied. “We have no trouble telling each other apart.”
 
   “Does that different uniform show that you're the one in charge?” Kaldarr asked.
 
   “Yes it does.”
 
   “You will keep that uniform on so that I can keep track of you. Try to take it off and you will be punished. Now instruct your crew to start loading the cores into my ship.”
 
   “Understood,” Eclipse said sourly. Shi reared up to put hir forelegs up on a table and called for attention, then proceeded to explain the situation. “The pirates have got complete control of the station. They also have our children, and their safety depends on our total cooperation.”
 
   There was an angry rumble at that announcement. Although they numbered three dozen, they were far more than just co-workers. They were a clan – a single family unit, and while very few were actual mothers or sires as yet, the children were regarded as belonging to all, and everyone participated in the care and raising of the kits. To threaten any kit was to anger every Starwalker in the clan.
 
   Eclipse continued, “Both power cores are to be loaded onto the pirates’ ship and in the fastest possible time. It has been made very clear to me what the consequences will be if we delay. We will work in two teams. Umbra – you will take two thirds of the crew to remove the main power core. Meteor – you're in charge of the second team to get the auxiliary core loaded, then help the first team when you're done. Let's move fast on this, and we should all come through okay.” Privately shi thought, ‘At least I hope so.’
 
   There were looks of doubt and concern on everyone’s faces as they moved to comply. Eclipse didn't need to ask to know that they were all wondering what exactly was going to happen when they completed their tasks, but being outnumbered by pirates didn't give them any options.
 
   Eclipse caught Albedo’s eye and gave hir a discreet sign.
 
   {Yes, Eclipse?} came Albedo’s voice in hir mind.
 
   Just as with most other morph species, the Starwalkers had the potential for the rare random psionic Talent to pop up unexpectedly, and Albedo was theirs. Hir telepathic ability was rated at only T2.8 which was very limited, but shi could mentally ‘talk’ to any member of the clan in the immediate area of the station, and partially to non-family when touching them, which was pretty useless just about anywhere except the vacuum of space.
 
   Eclipse sub-vocalised hir reply, which was the best way of making hir thoughts clear enough for Albedo to ‘read’. {I want you to contact everyone and let them know to look out for opportunities to overturn this situation. However, I don't want anyone to take any action without my approval, and no unnecessary risks are to be taken. There aren't any guarantees, but we might get through this unscathed if we don't make any trouble.}
 
   Eclipse saw Albedo nod. {Understood,} shi replied.
 
   When the last of the crew filed out under the watchful gaze of the guards, Kaldarr roughly jabbed Eclipse with his weapon and said, “Back to the control room. We're going to watch your people very carefully.”
 
   As they walked, Eclipse asked, “What happened to the crew of Kanawa’s Pride? Did you kill them?”
 
   Kaldarr grinned nastily. “Only two who made the mistake of trying to fight back. The rest are locked up.”
 
   “And what will happen to them?”
 
   “None of your business. You just make sure that your people don't try anything foolish like they did.”
 
   “When they got to the control room, they found all the kits crying and the pirate left guarding them yelling at them to shut up.
 
   “Stop it!” Eclipse said and began to move towards the children, only to be held back by E'Tina. Eclipse glared at her and gestured at the abandoned tray of food. “They're hungry and upset. Unless you like listening to this, you'd better let me feed and comfort them.”
 
   E'Tina glanced at Kaldarr who nodded. She let the foxtaur go and Eclipse hastened over to the penned-off area to cuddle hir daughter. The other kits joined in the huddle to share in the comfort, and they quickly quietened. Then Eclipse retrieved the food and passed it around. The youngest was still being weaned, but Eclipse was no longer lactating, so shi couldn't do more for the child than to feed hir the mush that Aster had brought along to supplement hir milk. Thankfully it seemed to be enough for the moment. Eclipse dreaded to think how the pirates might react to a constantly complaining infant.
 
   Kaldarr sat down at the controller’s desk on a crate that had been stacked aside. “Damn four-leggers don't even have some decent chairs,” he grumbled.
 
   Eclipse didn't bother informing him of the chairs that had been stored in the adjacent room against the time when the control room would be fully operational and run by a mixture of species. Shi did notice that despite the discomfort, his eyes never left the various screens that monitored what was happening all over the station. Once he instructed Eclipse to adjust some monitors to cover his ship and the progress that was being made in moving the cores.
 
   Eclipse stressed over the dangerous speed at which they were working, but was proud of hir kin’s flawless performance despite that. At least Kaldarr seemed satisfied with the rate of progress. Despite hirself, Eclipse also had to admire the pirates’ ruthless efficiency. They had obviously planned this minutely and the various members knew exactly what they had to do, which left no opportunities to fight back. Albedo occasionally contacted Eclipse to let hir know that the situation was unchanged. Shi was a little disheartened by that, but unsurprised. Shi still held out hope that the Starwalkers’ good performance might win Kaldarr’s favour.
 
   The kits behaved themselves mostly, perhaps sensing the seriousness of the situation. Two took naps, and Eclipse kept the other two amused as best as shi could. E'Tina grew bored of watching over them and grumbled to Kaldarr who told her to shut up. Once though when a kit moved out of Eclipse’s reach, whining and complaining, E'Tina gave hir a swift kick, causing hir to yelp and start crying. Eclipse gathered up the hurt kit, snarling at the cruel Voxxan.
 
   Eventually the Starwalkers completed transfer of the cores, and they all started heading for the cargo bay airlock to come back inside. Kaldarr stood up and ordered Eclipse to go to the airlock with him.
 
   “What about the kits?” shi asked.
 
   “Forget them for now. Move!”
 
   Eclipse reluctantly obeyed, and they made their way to the cargo bay. There shi found all hir kin standing around with their helmets off, but otherwise waiting for further instructions from their pirate guards.
 
   “I want six people to carry goods into Kanawa’s Pride,” Kaldarr said.
 
   Eclipse selected six and their Voxxan captors led them off to the goods that they wanted loaded. As soon as they were out of sight, Eclipse asked, “Now that we've done what you've asked, can you let the mothers go to their kits?” Shi had deliberately withheld them from the selection in that hope.
 
   “I don't think so,” Kaldarr replied. “I don't trust you, and I don't really need you any more anyway.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” Eclipse asked with a sinking heart.
 
   “I mean that you're a liability to me. The crew of Kanawa’s Pride will make good workers that I can sell to the Black Colonies, but they won't accept freaks like you. You're not built for planet-side labour anyway.”
 
   Eclipse’s worst fears were being realised. This pirate seemed utterly without mercy. Shi had one last desperate idea though, and shi needed to try to manoeuvre Kaldarr into it. “Then if you leave us behind, you know that we're going to get Star Fleet onto you as soon as possible, and we can identify you.”
 
   Kaldarr’s nasty grin never faded. “Do you know why almost nobody knows my name?”
 
   Eclipse shook hir head. “No, I don't.”
 
   “Because I don't leave witnesses.”
 
   “So what are you going to do,” shi said fearfully. “Shove us out the airlock?” Eclipse noticed a few startled looks from the other Starwalkers.
 
   “That seems like an excellent suggestion to me. No one I've ever sent out on a space walk without a pressure suit has ever given me a moment’s trouble.” Kaldarr seemed to be enjoying making them anticipate their fate.
 
   “You slimy son of a bitch! Are you going to do the same to innocent kits also?”
 
   “No, I was thinking that they'd make nice pets with the right training. Good toys for the crew’s amusement.”
 
   Eclipse was livid with fury, and the growls of the others showed that they felt likewise. “I'm going to make you pay for that,” shi promised.
 
   Kaldarr laughed uproariously. “Oh, you are amusing. I'll have to look out for your ghost.” His expression changed abruptly and he faced the guards. “Put them all in the airlock, and make sure none of them has a helmet or other breathing apparatus.”
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   The guards started shoving the Starwalkers into the airlock. The foxtaurs snapped at any hand that came near, but a few whacks from the butt of a rifle persuaded them to keep going.
 
   E'Tina was the one who pushed the button to close the airlock’s inner door. Once closed, it blocked all sound except a few muffled thumps on the door, but Kaldarr and E'Tina could still see the Starwalkers through the adjacent observation port. They were panicking as the moment of truth approached, some of them pounding futilely on the door while others clung to their kin in fear.
 
   “Let me do it, Kaldarr,” E'Tina asked.
 
   “You are getting a little too vicious, my dear. You won't be as useful to me as a saboteur if you can't keep that under control.”
 
   “You know you like it though,” she said as she pressed her body up against his.
 
   “I do indeed,” he replied as he fondled her briefly. Then he said, “Do it!”
 
   E'Tina grinned and hit the button to open the outer airlock door. An alarm sounded to warn that the air had not been cycled out of the airlock as yet, but she overrode it. The artificial gravity turned off and the door began opening.
 
   The fear on the foxtaurs’ faces turned to utter panic as the air rushed out. They hung onto whatever they could to try to avoid being blown out. A couple of them weren't so lucky and were sent whirling out of the door and into the void. The outrushing air dragged a few more over the rim, and then they were gone. Just a few were left desperately hanging on when the last of the air was sucked out into space.
 
   Kaldarr said, “Looks like some might be thinking of trying to hang on and survive for long enough to try sneaking back in when we leave. You stay here and make sure they are good and dead.”
 
   “Right, Kaldarr dear,” E'Tina replied, but her eyes were still on the death struggles though.
 
   He continued, “If any remain in the airlock, I want you to go in there and shove them out. We don't want to leave any evidence of what happened here. Besides, we don't want the last six to panic when we get rid of them also. They might try something stupid if they see the corpses.”
 
   “I'm not your lackey,” grumbled E'Tina, her eyes never leaving the window.
 
   “You take the bad with the good, my dear. I'll be watching the others to make sure they don't get carried away. We need to be moving off soon.”
 
   E'Tina reluctantly conceded and Kaldarr walked off chuckling. That one was going to bear watching.
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   E'Tina watched with evil satisfaction as the last of them stopped struggling and drifted inertly. They had lasted much longer than anticipated, which only gave her more of a thrill at snuffing out their lives. Then she grunted with annoyance as she realised that several of them weren't going to drift out of the airlock. She picked up her helmet and locked it into place, checked the pressure gauges on her sleeve, and then stepped into the adjacent personnel airlock. She cycled the air and the artificial gravity automatically switched off. She opened the outer door, located a tether just outside, and secured herself with a line. She then pushed herself off in the direction of the nearest body. She grabbed an arm in passing and allowed her momentum to pull them both towards the wall of the cargo bay where she could brace herself to shove the corpse into space. At least, that was her intention.
 
   Suddenly the corpse came alive and its hands grabbed her arms. Then it pulled itself closer and grasped her spacesuit with dexterous pawhands also. E'Tina gasped in shock as she gazed into the eyes of the supposedly dead foxtaur. Instead of the normal yellow iris and black pupil, solid gold orbs riveted her gaze, and her victim grinned nastily at her.
 
   {Let's see how long you can breathe vacuum,} Albedo's voice seemed to say in her head. Then the foxtaur swung a heavy spanner that shi had taken from hir toolbelt and smashed it through the Voxxan's visor. Momentum slammed it into her muzzle and blood spurted out. The air pressure blew the shards and gobs of blood out of the helmet and it spattered on Albedo's black fur. E'Tina felt the air ripped from her lungs as she struggled to free herself from this impossible situation. Her mind could not accept that the Starwalker could be still be alive and fighting despite being naked to the vacuum of space, and she died never knowing the truth.
 
   Albedo felt a tap on hir arm and turned to see Eclipse next to hir. Shi had drifted close enough to a wall to a wall to shove off to come help Albedo if needed. Shi tapped hir head and Albedo opened hir mind to hir.
 
   {Take her weapons,} Eclipse instructed.
 
   Shi did so, and Eclipse shoved the Voxxan’s body out of the bay with immense satisfaction.
 
   {What now?} Albedo asked as shi handed one of the guns to Eclipse.
 
   {First call the others back.}
 
   Albedo sent out a mental call, and soon all the foxtaurs were regrouping, none the worse for being out in the harsh environment of space. Eclipse was relieved that hir gambit had worked. When it became obvious that they were going to be killed, shi had had to try to manipulate Kaldarr to kill them hir way, gambling on the Voxxan not knowing that the Starwalkers were especially bred to survive exposure to space. All their orifices automatically sealed at the drop of pressure, a radiation reflective golden third eyelid protected the vulnerable eyes, and their tough hide easily retained internal pressure. The black pigment of their fur blocked solar emissions, and a large oxygen reserve allowed them to cope with the harsh conditions outside of the station for about an hour, more or less, depending on how active they were. Now it was time to use that advantage plus surprise to turn the tables on the pirates.
 
   Those Starwalkers who had made a show of struggling not to be blown out into space had actually let themselves be pushed over the rim of the cargo bay door where they swung themselves out of sight, hanging onto the numerous handholds there until they were called back. The ones in the helmetless spacesuits who had been sent whirling out into space, drew themselves back on safety lines that they had secretly attached while pretending to panic. Soon they were all gathered again.
 
   A mental laugh was followed by Albedo broadcasting, {Meteor says – ‘Don't throw us in the briar patch, Brer Fox!’}
 
   Eclipse grinned, as did all the others who recognised the quote. Then shi turned serious again. {Albedo, tell Stardust, Neptune and Meteor to make teams. Stardust goes to the pirate ship, Neptune to Kanawa’s Pride, and Meteor to the engineering sphere. A fourth team will be going back inside with me.}
 
   Albedo nodded and passed that on.
 
   Eclipse continued, {Tell Meteor that hir task is to cut the gravity in the station, and all but the emergency lighting. Freefall and darkness are our allies.}
 
   After a moment, Albedo telepathed, {Done.}
 
   {OK. Tell the six inside to watch out for this and make a break if it's safe.}
 
   After a longer moment, Albedo nodded. {Done.}
 
   {Tell everyone not to take risks, but remember we might not have much more time before the pirates pack up and leave, and dispose of our kin.}
 
   Albedo did so, and the others gestured acknowledgement and moved off on their assigned tasks.
 
   {You're with me, Albedo,} Eclipse thought as shi moved towards the airlock.
 
   {Right,} Albedo replied tiredly.
 
   {Are you okay?}
 
   {I'm not used to using my telepathy so much. It's really tiring me out.}
 
   {Sorry about that, but your Talent is a badly needed advantage right now.}
 
   {I know. I'll be alright.}
 
   Eclipse could not see everywhere through the observation port, but the area seemed clear. Shi guessed that the pirates were all now busy with their looting, so shi felt reasonably confident that they could re-enter unnoticed.
 
   The small personnel airlock had not been intended to be used by so many people at once, so they had to use it in two cycles. Once inside, their eyes returned to normal and they panted – not because they were stressed from being in vacuum, but to rapidly replenish their oxygen supply in case of the need to go back into space.
 
   Glad to be able to speak again, Eclipse said, “Our first priority is to ensure the safety of the kits. Until we get them away from the pirates, they can be used as hostages. Unfortunately they're still in the control centre, which means that we will have to get past the looters. Fortunately we have the option of using service ducts and passageways that the pirates probably don't know about. Everybody find something to use as a weapon, but try to avoid engaging any of them until we have the kits.
 
   The Starwalkers spread out, looking for weapons. They came back with a motley assortment of pipes, beam-cutters and other tools. Eclipse had E'Tina’s pistol while Albedo had the stunner. When everyone was armed, they set off on their rescue mission.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   The pirate crew was spread thin. Most were on the space station either looting or watching over the remaining foxtaurs. After the power cores had been secured in their hold, all but two of the crew had left to grab whatever valuables they could find to add to their personal stash. Asinok and N'Gandi were left on watch, which they were doing with ill grace. However, they had displeased Kaldarr, and this was their punishment. They both knew that the only thing that they had to do was monitor for communications or approaching starships that could mean trouble for the pirates, but that was all being done automatically anyway. Instead, Asinok was going through his porn collection while N'Gandi was stuffing his muzzle down in the galley. Neither therefore noticed an airlock being opened from the outside.
 
   Stardust’s team of Starwalkers had a direct line-of-sight jump from the cargo bay to the pirate ship’s airlock, and they had no opposition when they entered. They were delighted to find a weapons locker directly adjacent and quickly armed themselves. Although none had ever taken weapons training, they didn't take long to figure out how to arm the weapons, and they went off on the hunt.
 
   The first Asinok knew that something was wrong was when Stardust shoved the barrel of hir rifle against his head. He'd heard the bridge door open, but thought that it was N'Gandi coming back and didn't even bother looking. Then he felt the cold barrel against his skull and an unfamiliar voice said, “Please give me an excuse to blow your brains out.”
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   Asinok was a greedy, nasty pervert, but he was not stupid. He brought up his hands in surrender and slowly looked around to see several armed Starwalkers on the bridge.
 
   “How many of you are on this ship right now?” Stardust asked.
 
   Asinok didn't answer.
 
   Stardust gave a weary sigh. “Let me put it this way, dickhead – your captain just sent most of my family to their deaths. Just because he didn't succeed doesn't mean I'm going to be any more lenient or any less pissed off. You can answer my questions or you can be shoved out an airlock. Both options appeal to me. Choose!”
 
   Asinok could recognise a real threat when he heard one. He considered lying, but with only N'Gandi on board, the chances of turning the situation around were next to none. “Two including myself,” he answered.
 
   “Where's the other?”
 
   “Not sure, but he might be in the galley.”
 
   “Which is where?”
 
   “Three decks down.”
 
   Stardust sent most of the team down together, leaving only two others to help hir watch the Voxxan. “Bring that other pirate back here, then secure the ship. Go in groups of two or three at least. I don't want to find out the hard way that this prick is lying.”
 
   N'Gandi nearly choked to death on a Gurrunek sandwich when he was surprised by the Starwalkers. They stood by him without offering to help, half hoping that the food would do him in and save them the trouble of having to deal with another prisoner. However, he recovered and meekly followed their instructions.
 
   Back on the bridge, Stardust received a report over the comm that N'Gandi had been captured. A few minutes later, Nebula also used the comm to tell Stardust some good news.
 
   “Guess what we found?” Nebula said excitedly.
 
   
  
 

“More pirates?” guessed Stardust.
 
   “Oh no, much better than that!”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Eclipse’s team had made good time using the service ducts and short cuts. As they had hoped, the pirates seemed unaware of them, a fact that they hoped to put to good use liberating the six Starwalkers still being held. Shi told Albedo to pass on the good news.
 
   Albedo nodded and did so, then wobbled slightly.
 
   Eclipse put hir arm around Albedo and asked with great concern, “Are you okay? You look exhausted.”
 
   Albedo waved hir hand dismissively. “I'm just tired. I'll be alright.”
 
   “Do you want to rest for a few minutes?”
 
   “No! The kits are far more important.” Shi suddenly brightened a little. “I just got good news. Stardust has taken control of the pirates’ ship.”
 
   “Already? That was quick.”
 
   “Shi says that there were only two aboard. The others are on Kanawa’s Pride and the station.” Shi seemed to listen a bit more, then shi grinned. “They've found the crew of Kanawa’s Pride. Most of them were in stasis, but Captain E'Larra and a few others were in the brig. They're manning the pirate ship as we speak.” The news seemed to bolster the tired Starwalker.
 
   “Excellent news. Ask Stardust to organise the Pride’s crew to back up Neptune’s team and re-take their ship, and let Neptune know that they're available.
 
   Albedo did so, and hir grin faded. “That help may be badly needed,” shi reported.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Neptune didn't need to be told that hir task was likely to be the hardest, hence why shi had the biggest team. With so many of the pirates on board Kanawa’s Pride or watching over their kin hauling loot into its cargo bay, there would be a lot of pairs of eyes that might potentially spot them. Shi had used signs to hir kin to indicate that shi wanted them to remove the useless spacesuits and to remove anything else that might attract attention. The only things they retained were objects that would be good makeshift weapons. Shi sent a pair of Starwalkers to the personnel airlock adjacent to the bay that Kanawa’s Pride’s docking tube was attached, but signalled that they were to wait there until the engineering team did its thing. Shi then took the others to the airlocks on the starship. This was a little trickier than negotiating the space station because the starship did not have the multiple handholds that the Starwalkers used regularly. Nevertheless a ship that is travelling through the frictionless vacuum of space normally has sensors and communication arrays extruded from the hull after leaving the atmosphere. The foxtaurs took advantage of all of them with uncanny skill to quickly and safely move into position.
 
   At the first airlock, they spotted a Voxxan through the portal, so they moved on to the next. A careful look revealed nobody in sight, but Neptune waited a few minutes just to be on the safe side. When shi was fairly sure that the route was not being used, shi started getting hir team inside.
 
   The first group stood guard and recharge-panted while the next group entered. Then the third and final group squeezed into the airlock. Neptune fretted over the time spent doing three cycles. Shi knew that a status monitor on the bridge should show the airlock being used, but shi hoped that it would not be being watched at this time. When the third team got inside without incident, Neptune decided that their gamble had paid off.
 
   Now that shi could breathe again, Neptune could also talk. While the Starwalkers had a fairly sophisticated system of signals that they used instead of unnecessarily cluttering up the radio band, it could not deal with subtleties. “Our first priority is to gain control of the bridge and main engineering. We must try to prevent communication with the pirates outside, so if any of us are spotted, they won't get forewarned. They outnumber us, and certainly have better weapons. Sputnik – you should know your way around the best because you've been on this ship and in main engineering before, so take half the team and secure it if possible. Cut the gravity and lights when the station does, if you can tell when it happens or get the message from Albedo.”
 
   Sputnik said, “Right!” and selected hir sub-team. Shi then led them down an access tube to do their assigned task.
 
   Neptune then led the others over to the trans-lift and pushed the call button. While waiting for the lift, shi said, “Unfortunately I don't know any other way onto the bridge aside from the direct one, so we're going to have to rely on surprise rather than sneaking up on them. When the doors open, we….”
 
   Just then the trans-lift doors opened to reveal one of the Voxxan pirates. He looked startled, then began to fumble for his weapon as he said, ““What in Pardrak are you doing here?”
 
   Neptune lunged for the Voxxan, knocking his arm up and spoiling the shot that was fired. Shi struggled to get a hold to restrain him, but he was much stronger than hir, and he was regaining control of his weapon. Then suddenly he went limp and Neptune looked up to see a hammer buried in his skull. Looking around to see who had wielded it, shi saw Sunray looking at the bloody result with a mixture of revulsion and satisfaction. Sunray was the mother of one of the kits, so Neptune could hardly fault hir for extreme action. Nevertheless shi still felt a bit queasy at the thought of killing a sentient being. Shi made hirself focus on the task though, and said, “Take his weapon and put him in a room out of sight, then get back here quickly. We don't know if he'll be missed.”
 
   They quickly disposed of him while Neptune held the lift, then they crowded in and sent it on its way to the bridge.
 
   “As I was saying, when we get on the bridge, everybody spread out and yell. We want to create as much confusion as possible for anybody on the bridge. And for the Makers’ sake, be like Sunray and don't hesitate to use your weapons, because they certainly won't.”
 
   Shi wanted to say more, but the trans-lift came to a halt and the doors opened. However, years as working as a family team coordinated their efforts almost as if they had rehearsed it. The three Voxxans on watch were taken by complete surprise, and the rapidly moving foxtaurs confused them long enough for the Starwalkers to close on their targets. Two were bludgeoned unconscious, while the third was accidentally killed with the liberated weapon being operated by inexperienced hands.
 
   The Starwalkers stood around for a moment, their hearts racing from a mixture of exertion and fear. Neptune shook hirself and rapidly assessed the situation. “Sunray, you stand guard on the trans-lift doors, but keep an eye on the secondary doors too. Be prepared to shoot anyone who come up here. Everybody else – check out the status of the systems and see if you can ascertain where the pirates are on this ship. Also try to find out if Sputnik has gotten to Main Engineering yet, and if shi has, whether shi's gotten control.”
 
   Everyone set about their tasks while Sunray grimly stood guard.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Because of an exchange of engineering favours, Sputnik had had the chance to get partially familiar with the layout of Kanawa’s Pride. Shi therefore was able to take hir team by the most direct route, which meant using some of the maintenance passageways. However those could only take them part of the way. Inevitably they had to take a main corridor to get to engineering. As shi poked hir head out of the door, shi had the bad luck of being seen immediately.
 
   “Hey! Come back here! Get back onto the station. You're not supposed to come up here. Where are your guards?”
 
   The irate pirate had obviously mistaken hir for one of the six who had been conscripted to carry things. Shi closed the door quickly so that he wouldn't see the others, and made as if to comply. The pirate followed hir and did not notice the door re-open. Moments later, he was felled by a blow from a length of pipe, and for a moment Sputnik thought that they had gotten away with it without raising an alarm. Shi was quickly disabused of that notion.
 
   Shouts came from the engineering room ahead. Sputnik was dismayed to see its heavy doors cut loose, leaving the corridor wide open to view by the occupants, one of whom had witnessed the attack.
 
   “Everyone get them!” Sputnik shouted. “Don't let them raise the alarm!”
 
   Shi was already racing ahead as shi spoke. Shi immediately spotted two more Voxxans besides the one who had shouted. Despite that one already reacting, shi ignored her in favour of the one nearest the comm. He had already reached for it when Sputnik hurtled into him, hir vibe-knife plunging into his hand. Designed to cut metal, the vibe-knife was far less effective against soft organic materials, but it could still inflict terrible damage. The Voxxan screamed in agony, clutching the ruined hand to his chest. Sputnik hesitated – shi didn't have a way to restrain him, but shi did not want to kill him either. Just then another scream distracted hir, this one in a more familiar voice.
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   While Sputnik had been occupied, the others had charged in, their quick darting movements causing the Voxxan fem to miss her shots before being overwhelmed by several foxtaurs. However, the third Voxxan was furthest away, and he'd had more time to take aim. Luna was on the floor, bleeding profusely from a wound on hir upper foreleg. The other Starwalkers piled onto the Voxxan before he could target another victim.
 
   The back of Sputnik’s head exploded with pain and shi staggered to the floor. Gritting hir teeth, shi looked around to see the Voxxan that shi had injured, dropping the piece of equipment that he had hit hir with, and attempting to reach the comm. Sputnik bucked and lashed out with both hind legs, hitting him squarely in the groin. Voxxan males shared a similar vulnerability to most Terran males, and he doubled over in disabling agony.
 
   Despite what he did, Sputnik still could not kill the pirate in cold blood. Shi ordered that the three be locked away, and they managed to find some cables to use as improvised ropes. Now more of them were armed with real weapons, and they were going to need them. While rubbing hir pounding head, Sputnik examined the broken doors.
 
   “No way we're going to be able to secure engineering with the doors in this condition,” Titan observed.
 
   Sputnik nodded. “We're going to have to stay alert and pretty much shoot on sight, or else we're going to be in big trouble. You and Io stand guard for now. We only won this fight because we caught the pirates off guard, so don't let that happen to us.” Shi turned and saw Parsec tending to Luna. “How is shi?” Sputnik asked worriedly.
 
   Parsec replied, “I think I've managed to stop the blood loss with this makeshift bandage, but we really need to get hir to sick bay as soon as possible.”
 
   “Yeah, but how? Look how much trouble we've had so far, and we don't even know how Neptune’s team is doing. I don't dare try calling the bridge. Damn, I'm sorry I ever teased Albedo about hir telepathy, because I sure could use it now.”
 
   “I suppose all we can do is what Neptune told us to do for now,” Parsec commented.
 
   Sputnik looked around some more and examined some of the equipment. “Looks like they've been repairing the damage that they did when breaking in.” Shi tapped a few keys on a console. “Looks like everything is in good shape. Here are the controls for the gravity systems… and here are the lighting controls. Hmmm… Zenith – you better take the lighting and sort out what we can and cannot turn off. We want darkness, not pitch black.”
 
   Zenith stepped up to the adjacent console and Sputnik transferred the lighting controls over to it. Zenith started keying in some cut-offs to be triggered simultaneously on command.
 
   Sputnik only had to prepare one thing – turning off the gravity plates ship-wide. As shi worked on that, Albedo finally contacted hir. Sputnik felt nearly giddy with relief when the good news was relayed to hir. Shi then replied, {We need to kill the lights and gravity as soon as possible because we're too vulnerable right now. How is Meteor’s team progressing?}
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Meteor’s team had to travel the furthest to reach its destination. Normally a quick trip by the station’s internal transit, or a graceful jetpack flight outside, they instead had to cross to the opposite side of the circular structure entirely by moving from one handhold to the next. Even with paws that grasped as well as hands, it was a difficult task to traverse that distance without safety gear to fall back on, so they were far more cautious than normal. However, once they got to the open latticework that was half of the engineering sphere, they had plenty of options for entering. Many passageways that would in the future traverse the sphere were currently sealed off until the power cores were in place and the hull sealed off. However some passageways had temporary airlocks fitted to them, and they availed themselves of the one closest to their goal. As expected, none of the pirates were there as they were now only interested in looting from the administration & habitation sphere. Nevertheless they kept alert for the exception, but they ended up having no trouble accessing the Main Engineering.
 
   “We need to isolate the Control Centre’s circuits first,” Meteor instructed. “We don't want any pirates in there to see what we're doing or override our efforts.”
 
   They could not simply cut the circuits as that would sound an alarm. Once they had them bypassed though, it was simply a matter of waiting for the signal. While they waited however, they could look around and assess the situation in relative safety. Various monitors still showed their kin hauling loads from the station to the hijacked ship. They were tempted to look into the Control Centre also, but there was no safe way of doing so without alerting whoever was in there, so they refrained.
 
   Having to wait was getting on their nerves, but at last Albedo made contact.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Eclipse carefully looked out of the access hatch. Spotting no one, shi beckoned to the others to follow hir out. They had to travel the last stretch in the open corridor. The Control Centre was designed to be a secure room, so there was only one way in, and no way to totally surprise anyone inside.
 
   Eclipse frowned in regret. If they'd only had treated it as a secure room, the pirates would never have gotten total control over the station, nor have four Starwalker kits as hostages. No, because the Gateway station was not yet completed and open for business, they had been unconcerned about security. That would definitely have to change if they got through this okay.
 
   “Albedo, can you tell if the kits are still in the Control Centre?” Eclipse asked.
 
   Albedo concentrated, then nodded. “Yes, they are.”
 
   “Can you tell if there's more than one guard?”
 
   Albedo tried. Shi shook hir head. “Sorry, I'm just not sensitive enough.”
 
   “Never mind,” Eclipse said in an understanding tone. “We need a distraction. Is it possible to get the kits all start screaming and crying?”
 
   “That much I think I can do. It feels as if they are halfway there already.”
 
   Albedo’s eyes lost focus as shi concentrated. Then shi said, “Now!”
 
   Eclipse keyed in hir code to open the Control Centre’s door and rushed inside, closely followed by the others. Shi immediately spotted the Voxxan guard that had been left there. He had a stranglehold on one of the kits, shaking hir and yelling at them all to shut up. Eclipse screamed in anger and hurled hirself at him, but shi didn't do it alone. The Voxxan barely had a moment to look startled before several foxtaurs crashed into him. Limbs flailed, punches flew, and then the struggling stopped. The Starwalkers carefully got off the fallen Voxxan, but quickly realised that he would not be giving them any more trouble. No one ever knew who landed the fatal blow, but all would be happy to claim credit later.
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   Comet was hugging and soothing the abused kit whom shi had sired. Shi tried to examine hir as best as shi could while soothing hir. Much to hir relief, little Sundog seemed to be okay, but shi intended to take hir to see a medic as soon as possible anyway.
 
   Eclipse said, “Everybody focus! Secure the room, then take up positions at environmental control, security and communications. Albedo, let everyone know that the kits are safe and to prepare for zero gee. It's time to fight back on our terms!”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   {Meteor – are you ready?}
 
   {Just say the word, Albedo,} Meteor subvocalised to focus hir thoughts.
 
   {Neptune’s team is ready to coordinate with you. First I'll warn everyone else and then give you a countdown.} Albedo then switched to a broadcast that all the Starwalkers would ‘hear’. {Everyone – prepare for imminent gravity loss and emergency lighting only in five…four…three….}
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Kaldarr was getting very irritated. Many months of planning, spying and bribing had gone into this two-stage venture. The hijacking of Kanawa’s Pride and the takeover of Arisia Gateway had gone off without a problem. They had their prizes – the secondary power core alone would reap a princely sum. The main core would make every crew member rich. They ought to be making a clean getaway right now. Instead, the majority of the crew were looting trinkets and toys. He sighed. The drawback of having a crew of pirates was the need to keep them constantly placated. In return for months of inactivity while Kaldarr and his aides had plotted, he had had to promise them the opportunity to add to their personal stashes. Kaldarr’s patience was wearing thin though.
 
   He suddenly realised that E'Tina still had not rejoined with him. Even if she had needed to clear a few corpses as he had instructed, she still should have been done by now. He activated his comm and said, “Kaldarr to E'Tina. Where are you?” He waited for a response, but when he got none, he tried again. “Kaldarr to E'Tina. Answer me, girl!” There was nothing but silence. Kaldarr frowned. “That girl had better not be pulling one of her pranks now.” He tried the comm once more. “Kaldarr to everybody – has anyone seen E'Tina?”
 
   Again there was no response.
 
   Kaldarr was beginning to get a bad feeling. “Kaldarr to Ganthak’s Claw – has E'Tina boarded the ship? … … Asinok, if you're goofing off again, I'll rip your fur off your hide! Answer me!”
 
   On board the pirate ship, Stardust could only listen in trepidation. The cat was almost out of the bag, and the Starwalkers needed to act immediately. Shi hoped that their own preparations were ready.
 
   Now Kaldarr was genuinely worried. Something was very wrong. He punched the comm button again. “Kaldarr to everybody. Drop whatever you're doing right now and head back to the ships. Shove those foxtaurs out of the airlock and prepare for departure. Move it!”
 
   One of the Starwalkers was coming up the corridor as he finished, hastened along by hir Voxxan guards. Shi must have heard the comm announcement, but instead of being fearful of imminent death, shi gave him a malicious sneer. Just then his stomach lurched as the gravity failed. The lights all went off also except for the amber glow of the occasional emergency light. As if on cue, the Starwalker shoved off the floor and went hurtling down the corridor. Before any of the Voxxans could react, shi had shot off a wall and bounced around a corner out of sight and out of harm’s way.
 
   The pirates were for the most part well trained in freefall manoeuvres, so they continued to head for the ships, albeit with a greater sense of urgency now that they realised that something was definitely wrong. Every Starwalker that had been toting goods or dismantling equipment for them had escaped their guards so swiftly that no one had time to react before they were out of reach.
 
   Unfortunately for Tektite, hir escape route took hir past Kaldarr. The pirate captain saw hir coming down the corridor at great speed. He shoved off from a wall and just managed to snag Tektite’s hind leg. Shi yelped in surprise and pain as conservation of momentum swung hir head into a wall. Dazed from the impact, shi was helpless to resist being captured.
 
   “What in Pardrak is going on here? Who cut the gravity and the lights?” Kaldarr roared at hir.
 
   Tektite tried to shake off hir dizziness, but when shi didn't answer fast enough, Kaldarr dug his fingers painfully into hir arms. “Ghosts did it!” shi gasped.
 
   That shook Kaldarr. Despite his intelligence and ferocity, he was also a little bit superstitious. He had laughed off Eclipse’s threat and said he'd watch out for hir ghost. Had shi really come back from the dead? No! There had to be a better explanation.
 
   Kaldarr roughly dragged Tektite along with him. “We'll see what we can do about these ghosts of yours,” he growled.
 
   Meanwhile the pirates were either boarding Kanawa’s Pride or shuttles to take them over to Ganthak’s Claw. The ones who entered the hijacked ship were surprised to find the gravity and lights out there also. On guard, they proceeded with caution. Nevertheless they were still surprised when Voxxans started shooting at them. It took a few fatal moments for them to realise that they weren't fellow pirates, but members of the Pride’s crew who should have been safely incarcerated.
 
   This time E'Larra and her crew were armed with weapons from the pirates’ own armoury, weapons that could deal with the armour that the pirates wore where their own small arms had been ineffective. Several pirates were downed before they regrouped and started to fight back. The Pride’s crew had the advantage of familiarity with their ship though, and they also had allies. A pitch black form would suddenly loom out of the shadows and strike out at a pirate, then disappear again into the gloom before they could be targeted.
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   From their initial foothold where they had docked their shuttles from the Claw, the crew of Kanawa’s Pride had quickly secured the decks from bridge to Main Engineering without raising an alarm, and now they were slowly winning back the rest of their ship. They did not have things all their own way however. Once they recovered from the surprise ambush, the pirates fought back fiercely, and with a little desperation.
 
   N'Talan, Erton, and Gallundar had been on Kaldarr’s crew for years, and were best friends. They worked together, fought together, and got drunk together. Right now they were chasing down a Starwalker who had shot at them. Only luck and good armour had foiled the attempt. The trio wasn't about to give hir another chance. Erton had his suit lamps on and they were catching glimpses of the foxtaur as shi was retreating. The Voxxans were only just keeping up, but on a starship, there is only so far you can run. They caught up to hir, cornered in a shuttle bay. They took aim at the Starwalker who was bouncing madly around the bay in an attempt to avoid being hit. They were focused on their target, and too late did they realise that they had been led into a trap. Another Starwalker materialised out of the shadows and shot Erton. He collapsed, and then Gallundar was targeted. 
 
   N'Talan barely managed to throw himself out of the room before becoming a victim also. If he hadn't been braced up against a piece of equipment, he would never have been able to avoid being killed. Now he was furious. “You're going to pay for killing my friends, you black demons!” he shouted as he hit the button that sealed the doors to the shuttle bay, trapping the foxtaurs inside. He then activated the airlock which started pumping the air out of the bay. The airlock’s outer door opened automatically when the cycle was complete. N'Talan went over to the observation window to view the results… and froze with shock. Both foxtaurs were standing there, grinning in dark humour, their eyes glowing an eerie gold in the reflected emergency lights. One of them raised both hands with hir middle digits extended upwards, the other slapped hir bicep and pumped hir arm at him. Some insults transcend species, and N'Talan knew exactly what they meant. He did not know how they could still be alive in the vacuum, but he was going to get them and avenge his friends if it was the last thing he ever did!
 
   N'Talan was sorely tempted to shoot the two through the window, but even if he succeeded getting through the tough material, he could be blown into space by the resulting explosive decompression. However, they could still be trapped in the bay. He hit the button to close the bay door, only to watch the two give him a cheeky wave and slip out before the ponderous door could shut. He screamed in rage and opened the door again. He took a helmet from the rack and locked it onto the universal fastener on his combat suit as he stepped into the personnel airlock. Although not designed for long-term use in space, the combat suit was capable of short-duration exposure under battle conditions. He cycled the airlock and recklessly hastened in pursuit.
 
   Out on the hull, magnetic soles kept N'Talan attached to the ship and he walked in the direction that he'd seen the foxtaurs headed. He could not see them and guessed that they were out of sight around the curvature of the hull, but he figured they would be headed for the next nearest airlock. He moved fast, perilously close to losing contact with the ship, but he guessed that because the foxtaurs didn't have the magnetic grips, they would not be able to move very fast, although he still wondered how they could be moving at all. He spotted a black tail disappearing into the side of the ship. If he was quick enough, he could get to them before they could cycle through.
 
   Most of N'Talan’s attention was focused on his goal, but he still scanned the area around him out of habit. However, the sensor block that was extruded from the ship’s hull cast a big shadow, and as they were facing away from the planet and the station, there was no reflected light to abate the darkness. Within the inky blackness, Retro waited in total concealment until the pirate had passed, then emerged with a precise push that brought hir directly behind N'Talan. With one vicious swipe with hir knife, shi ripped open the combat suit just below the helmet seal.
 
   N'Talan never realised just what had happened. One moment he was almost about to reach the airlock, the next, decompression had fogged up his visor from condensation and he was asphyxiating.
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   Retro left the dying pirate still attached to the hull and joined hir mate in the airlock. With little more than a tinge of remorse, they made their way back inside to rejoin the fight.
 
   Meanwhile, Kaldarr was hearing reports over the comm that he could hardly credit. It seemed like a large number of Starwalkers had liberated the Pride’s crew and were inflicting heavy casualties.
 
   “Captain! More Starwalkers! I thought you said you killed most of them?” his comm blurted.
 
   He had! His intelligence was quite definite on the number of Starwalkers working here. And yet it couldn't be just the surviving six that his crew was seeing. Where did they come from? How did they get here? Whatever the answers, it was time to shift the odds. He activated his comm to the general band and said, “This is Kaldarr. Whoever is in charge of those resisting us, hear this – I have a gun pointed directly at one of these Starwalkers that I've caught, and if these attacks against me and my crew don't stop right now, I'm going to start shooting hir limbs off, one by one.”
 
   After a few moments a reply came. “You want to parlay with us, Kaldarr the Tailless? Do you think you will get away from our vengeance?”
 
   “Who is this?” Kaldarr asked.
 
   “Don't you recognise my voice? This is the ghost of Eclipse, and I am back to make you pay, just as I vowed to do.”
 
   Kaldarr did recognise hir voice – it was the one distinctive feature of the otherwise nearly identical foxtaurs. That renewed the thrill of fear that he had shoved into the back of his mind, but again he rejected it with bravado. “Come here and prove it, ghost! Come here, or this one will join you in the spirit world!”
 
   “I'm coming, Kaldarr, but I would do nothing more to fan my anger if I were you.”
 
   Kaldarr had kept moving while talking, and just then he emerged into the cargo bay and witnessed a sight that shocked him to the core. The bodies of dead or unconscious pirates drifted aimlessly throughout the vast area. One lone group of pirates was still exchanging fire with others aboard the ship, but that meant that Kanawa’s Pride was probably lost to them. His one hope was to get on a shuttle back to his own ship. He could still get away with the big prize if he acted quickly and decisively. He coasted over to a far wall and brought himself to a stop beside a gantry that he could use for cover. Getting to the shuttle area would bring him into the line of fire from the Pride’s boarding tube which he could not risk. Here though, he could see and fire upon any threat well before they could get near him. He keyed his comm again. “Okay, ghost, I'm here at the dock. Where are you?”
 
   “I'm here, Kaldarr. Look towards the transit entrance.”
 
   He looked, and sure enough there was a Starwalker there. He could not tell if that was who shi said shi was though. “He yelled, “Tell your friends to cease fire, or else!” He pulled Tektite closer, digging his weapon into hir arm for emphasis.
 
   “I will, as long as your men do likewise,” shi called back.
 
   Eclipse’s voice was definitely coming from that foxtaur, impossible though that was. “Agreed!” He waited until he saw hir speak on the wrist comm before he did the same.
 
   The sound of weapon fire died out, and there was a strange sense of anticipation in the silence.
 
   “Now we parlay,” Eclipse said.
 
   “No, now you let me and my men go safely back to my ship.”
 
   “Release your hostage first.”
 
   “What kind of a fool do you take me for?”
 
   “Then take me instead. Shi has a child who needs hir.”
 
   Kaldarr saw an opportunity. “Then come over here and you can take hir place.” If that fool Starwalker came over, he would soon have two hostages.
 
   “I'm coming over,” Eclipse said, shoving off towards the captain.
 
   “No weapons!” Kaldarr ordered.
 
   Eclipse waved hir hands and paws to show that they were empty. “I'm only wearing my wrist comm.”
 
   Kaldarr watched hir approach, then was jolted by the sight of golden glowing eyes. Eclipse had deliberately closed hir third eyelids for effect and distraction. It worked as Kaldarr was disconcerted once again.
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   When shi was very close, Eclipse murmured, “Now!”
 
   Albedo had been ‘listening’ for the cue and passed it on to Tektite whom shi had already briefed. Shi started struggling with Kaldarr who grunted in annoyance and sought to restrain hir better. For a critical moment, he was distracted.
 
   Eclipse reached to hir side where a beam-cutter floated alongside hir, out of the view of the pirate. Because it was not touching hir, shi had technically not lied when shi told Kaldarr shi was unarmed. Shi whipped it up into position. A beam-cutter, although closely related to a phaser pistol, was fairly useless as a weapon. Its beam de-phased after only a few centimetres, and could do no harm after that aside from a small burn close to the terminus. However, as a cutting tool, it was unsurpassed. As Eclipse sliced the tool down, it cut through Kaldarr’s armour like a hot knife through butter. His arm drifted away, complete with the now-impotent weapon.
 
   Kaldarr screamed with shock and pain, clutching at the stump of his arm which had been cauterised by the beam. Neither foxtaur gave him the slightest chance of striking back in any way though. They restrained him while Albedo shot out of cover and over to them. Shi then used hir stunner to send Kaldarr into deep unconsciousness. They had no intention of killing him – that was far too lenient a punishment for his crimes, and Eclipse had every intention of keeping hir promise to see him pay for them.
 
   Eclipse took Kaldarr’s remaining arm and brought the comm up to hir muzzle. “This is Eclipse to all pirates. Kaldarr is now our prisoner. Many of your comrades are dead. If you don't wish to die, then surrender now. If you do not surrender, we will show no mercy to those who murder and enslave others. Do not look for help from your ship – that is under our control also.”
 
   That was not news to the pirates who had already shuttled over to the Claw. They had been met unexpectedly by both foxtaurs and Voxxans from Kanawa’s Pride with weapons pointed in their faces, and no opportunity to resist. They were now being introduced to their own prison facilities.
 
   Of the remaining pirates, a few chose suicide than face Federation justice. The rest knew that they were defeated and surrendered. They were told to strip off their armour and were herded into a secure room and locked in until Star Fleet could take them off their hands. Then it was time to count the cost.
 
   E'Larra gathered her crew together, and was distraught to learn that yet another of her family had been killed. Several others were injured but not critically. Their sick bay facilities were adequate to take care of them until they could be taken to better medical facilities.
 
   Eclipse took stock of hir own family. A few reported various non-threatening injuries, and Mercury had broken hir jaw in a fight. However, Luna was in a critical condition. Shi had lost too much blood before they were able to get hir treatment. They were making arrangements to take hir down to Arisia port’s hospital when they were hailed by an incoming starship.
 
   Eclipse was back in the Control Centre when the call came in. “This is F.S.S. Pegasus calling Arisia Gateway.”
 
   Eclipse hit the comm button hastily. “Pegasus, this is Arisia Gateway – Eclipse here. Am I ever glad to hear from you! How soon can you get here?”
 
   “Eclipse, what's the situation like? When we got the message sent by Stardust, things sounded pretty grim.”
 
   Eclipse recognised Admiral Kline’s voice. “We have regained control of the station, and Captain E'Larra and her crew have taken back their ship. We have the remaining pirates locked up also. However, we are in extremely critical need of your medical facilities. Please get here as soon as possible, Admiral.”
 
   “We're already coming at top speed, Eclipse. Request permission for emergency close warp approach.”
 
   A state-of-the-art starship like the Pegasus was able to get far deeper into a gravity well while still under warp than most starships, but even it had to drop out of warp before being forced out, otherwise the resulting gravity shock waves could not only damage the ship, but anything nearby such as the space station. It was only ever attempted under emergency conditions. Eclipse didn't have to ponder the request at all.
 
   “Permission granted, Pegasus. Use approach vector Zeta four niner. Please be ready to beam aboard a patient as soon as you have rendezvoused.”
 
   “We'll be ready. Pegasus out.”
 
   Every minute shi waited was an eternity to Eclipse, but the Federation starship was among the swiftest in the fleet. Almost as soon as it showed up on the long-range tracking, it had crossed the intervening distance and de-warped perilously close. Even as it manoeuvred under impulse engines, they were getting within beaming range.
 
   “Pegasus to Arisia Gateway – permission to beam directly over to your sickbay?”
 
   “Permission granted!” Eclipse exclaimed, then watched on a monitor to see two people materialise in the sickbay – a human and a Caitian. They wasted no time chatting with the Starwalker on duty there – shi was aware of what they were there for, and let them do it without interference. They took a quick scan of Luna, placed a transporter locater on hir, then beamed back to their ship. Eclipse breathed a sigh of relief. The Pegasus’ medical facilities were exceeded only by specialist hospitals on the major Federation planets. Now that Luna was in their care, shi would survive.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   There was much work to be done. The power cores would have to be retrieved from Ganthak’s Claw and installed – the main one for the second time. The Starwalkers’ looted belongings and Gateway equipment had to be returned to where it all belonged, and the original cargo of control equipment unloaded from Kanawa’s Pride. Damage from the fighting had to be repaired. All of it was put on hold though while the foxtaurs and Voxxans held a service for the victims of Kaldarr’s daring raid.
 
   Admiral Kline and his Security Chief, Commander Midnight, came over to conduct an investigation into the events. Eclipse knew that the Starwalkers would be getting a reprimand for their lax security, but considered it far better than Kaldarr’s alternative fate for them. At least shi had had the pleasure of seeing him marched off with the surviving pirates by Midnight’s security team. Shi couldn't resist saying to him in passing, “I guess they're going to call you Kaldarr the Armless now.” The look of pure hatred that he gave hir was worth it.
 
   As Eclipse had expected, Midnight did not approve of the fight-back. The chakat turned to hir with a serious look that conveyed a mixture of worry, relief and admonishment. “You could have been killed, Eclipse. It was an admirable deed you did and I'm thankful that none of you died. However with kits present, and knowing how volatile these pirates are, this could have gone very badly indeed.” Hir expression softened a little as hir gaze was met with Eclipse's determined and triumphant look. “But while it was dangerous, it was also commendable. At least we know the station is in competent hands.”
 
   Eclipse nodded and replied, “Thanks, but if we had simply hidden ourselves, then what would have happened to the kits? The pirates would have departed before you got here, and you know what Kaldarr had planned for them.”
 
   That struck Midnight like a hammer blow. When it came to it, chakats were even more protective of their young than Eclipse had been. Midnight didn't have an answer for that, so shi simply nodded and let the matter drop.
 
   At the first full family gathering after things got back under control, Eclipse called Albedo to join hir, then said, “We all worked hard to win our home back and protect our children, but none gave more than Albedo did. While we may still have fought back, shi was key to our coordinated efforts. Some of us have made fun of hir Talent before now, but hir use of it enabled us to succeed where we may have otherwise failed. Shi drove hirself to the point of exhaustion, but never gave in. For this, our clan owes you the greatest thanks, Albedo.”
 
   There was much cheering, clapping and stamping of paws. Albedo grinned sheepishly but lapped it all up. Eclipse continued, “For hir efforts, we have a reward for hir. Shi has been given the right to be the mother of the next kit to be born into our clan.”
 
   In the strictly population-controlled Starwalker clans, this was a big honour. So far only four had been given that right in their clan, with four others being the lucky sires. Albedo was thrilled. “Thank you, Eclipse. I'm honoured by this, and I would like to ask you to be the sire. You steered us through all this, and I can't think of anyone more deserving of that task.”
 
   “I accept, Albedo,” Eclipse said with a big smile. There was much applause and celebrating after that.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
     
 
   Alandri ne Kanawa had been annoyed when he had been informed that he would have to spend the afternoon with one of the new crewmembers who were replacing the deceased, doing indoctrination and familiarisation procedures. E'Lyss was a bright and capable young fem however, and the procedures went quickly. With a bit of time to spare, E'Lyss suggested that they visit one of the Terran coffee clubs.
 
   Alandri said, “Pardrak, NO! Not again!” He then hastily departed, leaving the poor bewildered fem wondering what she had said wrong.
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    “Karvas, I will be unavailable for the rest of the day except for emergencies,” Zhane said as she exited from her office.
 
   Her adjutant nodded in understanding.  “You don’t have any appointments until 0900 tomorrow, Captain,” she replied.
 
   “Good – I’ll be in a more receptive mood then.”
 
   Karvas sympathised with Zhane’s current state and had already scheduled things accordingly.  At least she had alternatives that the Star Base’s commanding officer did not.
 
   Zhane left the administrative block and headed for the professional services district of the immense orbiting space city that was the Rakshani-controlled Federation Star Base #3.  Unfortunately the direct route took her through the restaurant district first.  She would rather it did not do so because the way she felt at the moment, the smells of the various cuisines served to the multiplicity of species that worked on the base, tended to make her queasy.  However, it would take more time than she currently had patience for to bypass it.
 
   As she made her way through the crowd, she nodded and waved to various people whom she recognised, and returned salutes from Star Fleet personnel.  Shi cringed inside though as she was hailed by a Merraki who was standing outside by the door of his establishment, touting for business.
 
   “Greetings, Captain!  To patronise my restaurant again when will you be doing?  My daughter’s new creation your opinion I’ve been wanting.”
 
   Having become a parent, the Merraki had made the change to male gender years ago, but the three children whom he had hatched from the eggs he had laid when he was female were yet to mate, so they were all female still.  They had all followed in his footsteps to become part of the family business, and were apparently quite talented chefs… at least to other Merraki.  Zhane still could not think of the one meal that she had eaten there with a group of important Merraki functionaries without getting nauseous.  While they were perfectly capable of eating just about anything most of the other Federation races did, Merraki had a perverse preference for foods that a starving horgass would have second thoughts about eating.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sanslitt, but your delicacies are wasted on an uncultured palate like mine,” she replied diplomatically before nearly gagging on an odour drifting from Sanslitt’s restaurant.  She made a mental note to get Maintenance to work on increasing the ventilation in this area as she gave Sanslitt a tight smile before hastening onwards.  She prided herself on her ability to get along with other species, but some things were beyond the call of duty.
 
   Zhane had no interest in food at the moment, no matter how tempting.  Hunger ranked well behind a far more imperative biological need right then.  She had been unfortunate in having to put off doing something about it until now, but this had been the soonest that she had been able to get an appointment.  She made her way quickly through the throngs on the Promenade.  She noticed the male Rakshani catch her scent, their heads swivelling in her direction, noses twitching, but she ignored them, and they quickly lost interest.
 
   She finally reached the professional services district and passed by offices for accountants, lawyers, manicurists and fur-stylers.  She came to a shop front that had just a simple sign that read, “DANZHOUKEN”, and a holographic green candle burning.  Strict fire codes prevented the usage of a real traditional green candle that was the symbol of the Danzhouken, but the hologram served just as well, and never burnt out.
 
   Zhane pushed open the door and stepped into the familiar reception room furnished with just a couple of comfortable lounge chairs and a low table.  There was a Certificate of Practice on the wall, plus a few tasteful decorations, but little else besides another door that led further into the establishment.  She made herself comfortable in one of the chairs, but she did not long to wait before an older Rakshani female entered to attend to her.
 
   She smiled and said, “It’s good to see you again, Zhane.  You’re a little early however, and Master Ranezath is not ready for you yet.”
 
   “Greeting, Lashou.  I knew I was early.  I often encounter delays even when I am just walking from one place to another, so I make allowances for them.  This is one appointment that I could not be late for.”
 
   Lashou smiled in agreement.  “No, biology doesn’t have much consideration for delays.  Can I offer you some refreshment while you wait?”
 
   “Just some baach juice, if you have it, please.”
 
   “Good choice.  I’ll be back in a moment.”
 
   Lashou fetched a jug of the chilled juice and poured a cup of it for Zhane who thanked her and took a draught from the cup.  Baach juice was light, tangy, and refreshing without weighing heavily on the stomach.
 
   “I will return when Master Ranezath is ready.  It should not be long,” Lashou assured Zhane.
 
   In fact it was only about ten minutes before Lashou returned and ushered Zhane inside.  The inner room had subdued lighting and was richly decorated with traditional tapestries and works of art.  Immediately in front of Zhane were two plush seats without backs, allowing full movement of the tails of those sitting upon them. Between the seats was a small, ornately carved and lacquered table.  Comfortably seated on one chair was a middle-aged male Rakshani, yellow-furred with sky-blue stripes, dressed only in a loose-fitting formal robe.  He smiled broadly at Zhane.
 
   “Welcome, Captain Zhane ap Nashene na Zhane.  I am pleased to see you once again.  I truly look forward to your visits.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Ranezath,” Zhane replied as she settled down on the other seat.
 
   “I presume that your human mate is still gallivanting about the galaxy?”
 
   Zhane nodded.  “Unfortunately, yes.  Boyce was called away to deal with a situation on a colony world, adding a lengthy delay to his scheduled visit here.  We had both hoped that it would not be too long, but it has proven otherwise.”
 
   Ranezath lifted his muzzle a little.  Yes, I can scent that you are in full oestrus.  You waited until the last moment to seek my services then?”
 
   “No insult intended, Master Ranezath, but I still prefer my mate’s attention despite your skills.”
 
   Ranezath grinned broadly.  “No offence taken.  Even one in my profession knows that there is more to making love than sex.  Your mate is a good and honourable warrior, and worthy of your dedication.  Ah, thank you, Lashou,” he added as the female entered from a side door, carrying a tray with a steaming pot upon it.
 
   Lashou placed the tray on the table between them.  Zhane picked up the pot and poured some of the contents into the single cup that came with the pot.  Instead of drinking it, she ceremoniously presented it to Ranezath.  “Accept this kharlass brew if you deem me worthy of your services, Master Ranezath.”
 
   Taking the cup from Zhane, he replied, “You are indeed worthy, Zhane ap Nashene na Zhane.  I pledge to bring you satisfaction in your time of need.”  He then took a sip of the brew, then a deeper drink.  He quickly finished off the cup, and Zhane poured him a second cup.  He drank this one more slowly while Zhane waited patiently.  She knew that he required the effects of the brew to fully take hold, so despite her urgent need, she had to keep herself restrained.
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   While she was waiting, she reflected on the need that had brought her to seek his services many times.  It was the curse of her species that had made them this way.  A terribly high infant mortality rate had evolved their species to constantly breed in order to maintain the population, and all females went into a very strong oestrus every nargeth (about nine Terran weeks) if they weren’t pregnant or actively suckling.  In fact even the name for the time period was derived from an old language that basically meant ‘fertile-time’.  The time of lust, or as Terrans called it – heat – was impossible to ignore, and Zhane had called upon a lot of discipline to last this long and stay on duty still.  Normally one’s mate would take care of the need, or a co-mate within the extended family.  Zhane had often enjoyed her sex romps with Midnight.  However, the disadvantage of a career in Star Fleet was that it frequently drew mates and co-mates apart.  Her third alternative, Chakat Forestwalker, was even further away on Earth.  Unmated females had little trouble finding unmated males worthy of them to assuage their needs.  Plenty of males were ready and willing to prove their worth, which is of course how they found their future mates.  Zhane would have attracted plenty of interest anyway if it wasn’t for her uniform.  Even then she might have had a few suitors due to the lack of the traditional ankle bracelets that indicated her mating status.  Her decision to mate according to Caitian custom occasionally caused her problems, but her rank usually kept Fleet personnel behaving themselves, and the civilians respectful.  Nevertheless and not for the first time, she considered persuading Boyce to add that in light of their abnormal family.
 
   The advent of civilisation to the Rakshani had had a profound effect on the population.  Where once small tribes had roamed, villages began to grow, and with them the benefits of civilisation – more and better food, better shelter from the harsh environment, and less hardship.  One of the things that was most strongly influenced by these factors was the infant mortality rate.  While still appallingly high by Terran standards, for the Rakshani, it represented a population explosion, something with which they were totally unfamiliar and were ill-prepared to deal with.  With no concept of contraception, and with their instincts pushing them to continue unrestrained breeding, they had to find solution to the problems that threatened their infant culture.  Ironically it was found amongst the pariahs of the species – the infertile males.  The poor fertility rate was partially attributable to the large number of males who proved unable to sire children.  This had reduced their status to the lowest of the low.  Now however, females started seeking them out when they already had enough surviving children and they did not want, or could not cope with, any more.  Fairly quickly, the Danzhouken, or ‘Childless Ones’, saw the potential of the situation and began to organise themselves.  Over the years they evolved from groups of males fulfilling a need, to a guild of skilled artisans performing an essential role in society.  The continuing primitive nature of Rakshan birth control ensured that their services were always needed.
 
   When Raksha joined the Stellar Federation, one of the biggest impacts that the foreign technology had was on health.  The birth-rate which continued to be low throughout their long history, was able to be greatly improved, and cubs rarely died any longer.  Now that their natural low fertility rate was overcome by the alien medical techniques, the females more than ever needed the Danzhouken.  Thousands of years of culture made them resist the idea of medicines to alleviate their heats, preferring instead the pleasurable ministrations of the traditional solution.  However, the population continued to grow until it exceeded the ability of the Danzhouken to cope with, not to mention the shrinking occurrence of infertile males.  Technology came to the rescue in the form of holosuites, and perfect, tireless holographic lovers became the accepted alternative to the real thing.
 
   However, there was one thing that even the best holo-program could not match, and that was the intimacy and caring of a genuine, highly-trained Danzhouken.  The guild continued to prosper and, relieved of the strain of coping with too many females, was able to spend more time in training new members and refining skills.  The modern Danzhouken were highly respected and greatly desired professionals.
 
   Although run by Rakshani, Star Base 3 did not have a Danzhouken in residence when Zhane had been appointed its commanding officer, and she had needed to use the holosuite facilities instead.  When she had received the application for a Danzhouken facility from Ranezath, she had fast-tracked the approval and even loaned extra resources to him in order to get the facility set up as soon as possible.  To have one such as he on the base was a rare privilege, one brought on by his desire to see the stars and other intelligent species.  She intended that he was never given a reason to desire to move on because she, and many other females on the base, much preferred the real thing.  She was very much a traditionalist at heart, and she was very glad that her human mate was very understanding of that.
 
   Zhane’s reverie was interrupted as Ranezath stood up abruptly with a loud roar.  He shrugged off his robe to reveal a well-toned body sporting a rock-hard erection.  The kharlass brew had done its job well, stimulating both his manhood and his libido, and now he was ready to perform for as long as she needed.  Zhane admired his muscular form of exquisite proportions, and his silken fur with its subtle blue stripes.  Her eyes paused momentarily at his crotch.  Unlike her lifemate, Ranezath had no scrotum, but that was quite normal for a Rakshani.  In fact no Rakshan species had a scrotum because evolution had taken a different path on their world and their testes were safely inside their torso.  However, she had gotten so used to Boyce’s endowments that it was always made her think twice about which appealed to her more – with or without?
 
   Zhane stood up and stepped over to him.  She had chosen to wear the simple skirt-style uniform today, although she was not very fond of it.  It did have one advantage though – enabling Ranezath to easily and quickly unfasten it and draw it off her.  Clad only in halter and panties, she was hoisted into his arms and carried off into an alcove strewn with sleeping furs.  Ranezath put her in the midst of them and artfully removed the rest of her clothing, and Zhane surrendered herself to his ministrations.
 
   A long time later after much imaginative sex-play and several ferocious orgasms, Zhane judged that she was at last satisfied in body and mind.  With a bit of time left in her session, she took it just lying with Ranezath, enjoying the warm afterglow.  Eventually though, she sighed and sat up.
 
   “I suppose I had better take my leave.  Thank you for another excellent session, Master Ranezath.”
 
   “You always make it a joy for me also, Captain Zhane.  You will forgive me if I hope that your mate misses his next rendezvous with you?”
 
   “Only if you will forgive me for hoping that he never does,” she replied.
 
   “Done.”  He leaned back into the furs as Zhane got to her feet, resting from his exertions.  Zhane knew that he was gathering his strength for his next appointment.  The kharlass brew’s effects were already wearing off, and by the time that his next client was shown in, he would be ready for another dose.
 
   Lashou entered the room, carrying a basin of scented water, a cloth and brushes.  She helped Zhane refresh herself and tidy her fur before getting dressed again.  A final brush of her hair and Zhane was ready to leave.  Lashou escorted her out to the reception room and then held out an e-commerce terminal with the standard fee displayed upon it.  Zhane took out a small PADD from her uniform’s pocket and authorised the payment from her account.  The terminal acknowledged the payment with a beep and Lashou said, “Thank you for your patronage, as always.”
 
   “Please thank Master Ranezath again for his fine work,” Zhane replied.
 
   “My mate will be pleased by your gratitude.  Until we meet again, I wish you good life.”
 
   “Good life to you also,” Zhane said with sincerity, then headed out the door.  She always wondered what it was like to be the mate of a Danzhouken whose occupation required him to spend the majority of his time with other females.  Of course Lashou was much older and more mature in outlook than a mate would normally be for someone Ranezath’s age.  However, it was quite normal for Danzhouken mates to be of Lashou’s years.  There were a few reasons for this, with the mature outlook being just the first.  Lashou was also past childbearing age, and was no longer looking for a fertile male, and the mate of a Danzhouken was a prestigious position.  And while Ranezath did not have to be concerned about not being able to sire a child with her, the main reason Danzhouken took older mates was because of the price that they paid for their profession – they all died prematurely.
 
   In order to be able to service so many females every day, day after day, year after year, they needed to use the kharlass brew constantly.  Although an average Rakshani male had more sexual stamina than an average Terran, even a thoroughly trained Danzhouken would tire quickly and not be able to perform.  The brew made from the leaves of the kharlass shrub was a popular and basically safe aphrodisiac, but constant usage took its toll on the body.  Basically it wore them out very quickly.  Most Rakshani males did not need to use it, but those who did only had to occasionally, and so never suffered any long-term effects.  Danzhouken, however, almost never stopped, and it eventually burnt them out.  Early heart failure was by far the most common cause of death for them.  They knew this and accepted the price, and in return they had a handsomely paid and highly prestigious career, but they rarely took mates of their own age.  They did not wish to leave widows who would outlive them for a couple of decades or more.
 
   Zhane knew that future medical advances could fundamentally change Rakshani biology, alleviating the need for the Danzhouken.  If she had her way though, things would stay exactly as they were now.  The Danzhouken were as much part of Rakshan culture as any of the art forms, and one more universally appreciated.  In the end, what could be a more honourable career than one that served the needs of so many at the expense of one’s own lifespan so that other could go about their lives normally?  Zhane made her way back to her quarters with a sense of satisfaction and wellbeing, grateful that the Danzhouken were likely to be around for a long time yet.
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   The material that follows explores the canon of the Chakat Universe, from delving deep into the nature of chakats in “An Introduction To Chakats”, to exploring the minutiae of the society that they live in.  The CU is an ever-evolving creation, with new ideas and refinements of old ones constantly occurring, therefore additional discoveries may be made after the publication of this book.  Hopefully what you read here will answer your questions, or at least give you a deeper insight into their world.
 
    
 
   Chakat Goldfur
 
    
 
   



  
 


TOC
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   An Introduction To Chakats
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Welcome to the wonderful world of the Chakats. This article is intended to give a general overview of their physiology and mental outlook. Although it goes into detail in various areas, it is not quite a comprehensive essay. Many aspects of this species are still being revealed. 
 
   Like many other morphs, the Chakats are a genetically engineered species. However, unlike most others, they were not created from just one type of creature, but are a hybrid of the most ideal characteristics of many species. They were designed to be an ideal blend of physical and mental abilities intended to produce a superior being in an attractive form, with the dominant criteria for selection being survival characteristics. Anything that increased their ability to survive and prosper under adverse conditions was used to enhance their genetic structure. Intended to be explorers and colonisers, they were given as many built-in survival mechanisms as the technology of the time would permit.
 
   The name of the species is derived from the husband and wife partners who led the team who developed their species: Charles & Katherine Turner. They were nick-named as Chas & Kat's babies, a term which rapidly was shortened to Chakats and stuck because it suited such a feline-looking species. 
 
    
 
   Physiology
 
    
 
   Outward Appearance and Characteristics 
 
    
 
   Chakats are a predominantly feline centauroid-like species. The basic body structure comprises two main torsos joined at right angles at a common 'waist', with the head appearing on top of the upright upper torso in the same manner as upright bipeds. While technically quadrupeds, Chakats in fact have six limbs in total - the four walking limbs are attached to the lower torso, while the remaining two limbs function as arms and are attached to the top of the upper torso. 
 
   The height of a fully grown adult Chakat ranges from about 1.5 to 1.7 metres (5 to 5' 8" approximately), and an adult Chakat weighs between 160 to 200kg (350 to 440lb approximately). Life expectancy is about 150 years.
 
    
 
   Fur Colour 
 
   The head is usually densely covered with hair which, left uncut, can grow to resemble a mane which extends partly down the spine. (There are the occasional exceptions where a Chakat does not have head hair, such as the Cheetah Chakat variant, or hybrids.) The rest of the body is covered with dense fur which, in winter phase, is resistant to the worst of cold and windy weather. This includes the breasts where the nipples are often only seen as bumps under the fur, except when they are swollen temporarily due to sexual arousal, or for extended periods due to lactation (i.e. when nursing cubs). However, Chakats do not like extremely hot conditions although they can tolerate them for a while, especially if they have their summer phase fur which is shorter and thinner than the winter phase. They are most comfortable at temperatures between five and twenty two degrees Celsius. The fur is sometimes groomed in the feline manner of tongue-washing. This not only cleans the fur, but because their saliva has antiseptic qualities, it can help heal cuts and abrasions that they have incurred. However, Chakats will usually leave the bulk of the fur cleaning to a bath or shower. 
 
   Due to an oversight during their original creation, fur color was never locked in. As a result of their mixed heritage and a quirk of the genetic engineering process, they are in the unique situation where colour and pattern is nearly totally random. Chakats can be tiger-striped, leopard-spotted or plain-coated, light or dark. Non-feline patterns also occur. No two coat markings are completely alike, which is a good thing as they tend to look very similar otherwise. It is rarely possible to tell family members by fur pattern as frequently they look nothing alike.
 
    
 
   Upper Body Description 
 
   The upper torso is very human-like but is unusually supple. They are able to twist around and reach any part of their body with little effort. The junction of the upper and lower spines occurs in a specially modified forward hip arrangement that protects the spinal cord through the ninety degree bend. The upper torso is fairly short so the center of gravity is kept down to improve their balance. They have a lot of strength in proportion to their large mass and lower-body capabilities and are therefore much stronger than the average human. Their hands are very human with the exception of the nails, which are more clawlike, and tougher skin. 
 
   The ears are fairly large and highly mobile and expressive. They can hear much higher and lower frequencies than humans, typically from 15 Hz to 75000 Hz, and at amplitudes of only -20 dB, rivalling the best in the animal world. 
 
   Their eyes can perceive the full range of visible light (approximately 380nm to 700nm), and is very sharp at both close and far distances. They can also see into the Near Ultraviolet (NUV) a.k.a Black Light (200nm to 380nm), and partially into the infrared (700nm to 1550nm). This enables them to see colours that most animals cannot. For example, there are flower colours only visible in the UV range which bees can see. They are also able to see the infrared lasers used in optical fibres. They cannot see into the longer IR wavelengths such as heat waves. Night vision is truly excellent. They can perceive color at lower light levels than humans and, in what we would consider pitch darkness, they can still see very clearly although only in black & white. Eye color is most often green, but many variations exist, such as a bright crystal blue. 
 
   The muzzle is not particularly prominent but is fairly broad, being typically feline in shape. Their nose is able to smell scents almost as good as the best tracker dogs because their nasal cavities have almost as much scent-detecting surface area as the most sensitive of animals that hunt by smell. Being omnivores, they have both grinding molars and canine teeth which are quite conspicuous. A Chakat grin can be a bit unnerving to those people unfamiliar with them. Although their faces are very similar to their wild counterparts, they possess complex facial muscles which, like humans, enable them to express all the emotional nuances that their wild relatives cannot.
 
   The breasts are highly modified, there being less fatty tissue and more of a fibrous sponge-like material, plus support ligaments. Chakat breasts have been adapted to store fluid when not lactating, and this gives them the ability to go a longer time without drinking if necessary (But don't call them camels if you don't wish to be swatted!). This fluid is actually a modified form of their normal milk, but it is low in solids and fats and has a higher concentration of sugars and vitamins, etcetera. It is a natural "power drink" that allows a chakat to go without eating for a while when under heavy exertion. It also considered to be a healthy tonic for persons who are ill; a sort of natural alternative to the classic chicken soup! This fluid reserve, which they call milkwater, is available to others by the obvious method in case of need: e.g. a thirsty cub who can't store as much as an adult. These adaptations have the side-effect of making the breasts quite firm and "outstanding", but does not mean that they grow excessively large. This is true also for young chakats who are significantly developed from an early age, and is not indicative of sexual maturity. The modifications also mean that Chakats virtually have a built-in sports bra that supports the breasts and greatly reduces undesirable bouncing.
 
   A pregnant chakat will start developing proper mother's milk a few days before giving birth. During this time, a hormone called chakafertizine (CKF) is also released into the milk. Any sexually mature chakat that drinks this milk will have hir own production of mother's milk started. This is how the mate of the pregnant chakat can share nursing duties with hir. It is usually done after the cub has had hir first feed from the mother and is one of the reasons that the sire of the cub is always present at the birth unless extraordinary circumstances prevent hir from doing so. The mother gives the cub hir first feed immediately after birth, then drains hir mate's breasts to replenish the fluids and nutrients lost during the birthing and feeding. Hir mate then drinks a mouthful of the remaining mother's milk whereupon the CKF-laced fluid stimulates the sire's now-empty breasts to produce mother's milk for their cub. Chakat cubs are fed on this almost exclusively for the first year of their lives, and are only finally completely weaned around halfway into their second year. CKF is the primary control hormone for all sexually related matters, enabling balance between male and female modes, and stabilisation of the other hormone production (thereby preventing morning sickness for one thing). It is the greatly increased level of CKF that a Chakat produces upon fertilisation that shi can sense, thereby knowing shi is pregnant.
 
    
 
   Lower Body Description 
 
   The lower torso is quite solidly built and is very strong. Without a load, they can move very fast and leap a couple of meters high effortlessly. With an appropriate harness, they can carry the load of a pack horse. All four paws have retractable claws and the front paws have elongated toes with the dewclaw modified into a semi-thumb. This does not interfere with walking or running, but it does enable them to grasp objects. When in a sitting position, they have the use of an extra pair of hands, the grip being crude but very strong. Along with the ability to rotate their forelegs freely, this enables them to climb extremely well. (Illustration done by Cirrel.)
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The tail is quite long, about 1.5 metres by age 20, and slightly bushy. It is very strong, very thickly muscled and prehensile. It can hold moderately sized objects, anchor or brace the body and helps counterbalance the upper torso. It can be a very effective surprise weapon in combat. The only drawback is that it is fully furred and lacks any gripping surface, therefore the grasp can slide on slippery objects. It has enough strength to support the entire body weight for a short time and act as an anchor for an extended period. It is also a highly expressive part of their anatomy; able to convey a lot of body language. A sure sign of intimacy for chakats is when they entwine their tail around another's, irrespective of species. The tail continues to grow slowly throughout their adult life, reaching over 2 metres at death and senior chakats are often respectfully called Longtails.
 
    
 
   Internal Body Structure
 
    
 
   Chakats have a dual stomach system which enables them to digest just about anything. They have a high tolerance for poisonous substances (including alcohol). This enables them to live off the land, whether on Earth or some alien world. The first stomach is in the upper torso, the secondary in the lower. The dual stomachs give an extra amount of time to process foods, and special enzymes in the second stomach break down a lot of materials that don't break down in the first, which isn't too different from a human stomach. After the second stomach, intestinal fauna may attack what remains undigested. However, the amount of "tough" foods that a chakat can eat depends on a degree of acclimatisation. For example, if a chakat was stranded somewhere, whether it was a jungle on Earth or a strange planet, shi could start eating just about any growing thing immediately, but the amount of nutrition that shi could get out of it, while still a lot more than a human, would nevertheless start relatively low until hir system adjusts to the new diet and, if necessary, for the intestinal bacteria to multiply to an efficient level. A lot of a chakat's body mechanisms (not just the digestive) are in a stand-by mode until called upon to be used.
 
   They also have a dual lung system. The upper pair are smaller than those in the lower torso and are called the "speaking lungs" as the air supply necessary for speech is controlled from there, whereas the large main lungs in the lower torso are almost purely an air exchange system and lack the fine voluntary control needed for clear speech. However, it does enable them to give a very loud shout or roar, and because they have a crude set of vocal cords in the lower air passage, they can also have two voices. Chakats can also purr.
 
   The first generation of Chakats had only one heart, large enough to cope with the needs of a centauroid body, positioned in the upper torso. This reduced the size of the upper lungs slightly, but as the development team had yet to solve the problems of synchronising two hearts, they decided to leave that until later. By the time that the first generation had reached their teens though, the first of the second generation Chakats were born. They had two hearts, one in the upper torso specialising in supplying blood to the brain and essential organs, while the lower did the hard work of supplying oxygen rich blood to hard-working muscles throughout the body. Both systems are linked through a clever series of valves which, in times of emergency (e.g. trauma to one heart), allows one heart take up the work of the other. In this condition though, shi cannot exert hirself excessively as the capacity of the single heart would be exceeded. However, it does enable them to survive otherwise fatal injuries until such time as the other heart can be healed. The second generation was given a genetic dominance factor which meant that any subsequent children would have two hearts, and the single-hearted Chakats started disappearing from the population as they crossbred with the dual-hearted ones.
 
   The waist is nearly solid muscle so as to cope with the strains imposed by the juncture of the vertical upper torso and the horizontal lower torso. This also helps enable them to lift heavy objects. 
 
   Apart from the organs associated with the first stomach, the rest of the organs are located in the lower torso. They are efficient and are all paired so as to give back-up in case one fails due to injury or illness. Because there are no organs located in the waist area, this enhances their ability to bend and twist without imposing strains internally. They have a slightly greater resistance to disease due to the benefits of hybrid vigor and have a limited ability to regenerate injuries and limbs. A lost finger can be replaced in a matter of weeks. A whole arm might strain that ability, but in conjunction with modern healing tools, perhaps combined with cloning, that too can be regenerated. Their constantly growing tail is evidence of this ability slowly operating in the background. The brain was developed from the most smartest and most even-tempered animals and humans, and all Chakats are quite intelligent. True geniuses though occur only a little more frequently than the general population. It wasn't the intention of their creators to make others inferior by comparison, but maximising the chakats' potential.
 
    
 
   Sexuality
 
    
 
   This is the interesting part about Chakats: sex. Chakats are hermaphrodites. As a truly bisexual species, they are equipped with a complete set of both male and female organs. However, they are not androgynous. An outsider might say they were all female, but closer observation shows that their characteristics fluctuate. 
 
   When it was first considered to make them a hermaphrodite species, it was asked whether they were getting the best of both worlds, or the worst. They were able to resolve the physical problems such as production of both ova and sperm, mood swings with hormonal changes, possible plumbing conflicts, etcetera. It was taken into account that a dual-sex species is capable of producing offspring from all its members, therefore satisfying the survival characteristics criteria. Most importantly though, they were able to create beings with stable, balanced personalities that harmoniously blended their male and female sides. The end result is that the Chakat species is the most psychologically stable of all the sentient races. 
 
   A Chakat's ovulation cycle is 24 days during which shi can be fertilized for only about 2 days. At this point, hir femaleness is at a maximum, and hir feminine traits and attitudes are to the fore. Twelve days later, hir maleness is at the maximum, hir sexual potency is greatest, and hir masculine traits are in evidence. The correct terms for these are 'female phase' and 'male phase', but the peaks of these phases are more frequently known by the slang terms 'heat' and 'rut'. Unlike the heat when the desire to have female sex is very powerful, the rut is not the male equivalent. What it does is override the normal sexual preferences and puts chakats in the mood for male sex. In other words, even those chakats who prefer female sex most of the time will desire to mate mostly in the male fashion during their rutting phase. Those who already prefer their male side will only experience a mild increase in the urge to have sex, and an increased number of unwanted erections. It's not a compulsion though. For example, it's not like deer bucks who are only interested in mating and fighting to defend their mates to the exclusion of all else including eating.
 
   These phases make for interesting relationships between individuals and families. Couples who choose to mate monogamously will try to choose a partner as out of phase with them as possible. However, while a Chakat can only get pregnant for a limited time at estrus, shi is capable of impregnating another Chakat at any time. Spermatozoa are produced at all times except during hir heat, peaking in the middle of hir male phase. Due to the ability to store semen, shi can impregnate someone during hir heat, but must conserve hir semen as it is only a limited supply until production resumes after the heat. The likelihood of a successful fertilization is lower during this period. Extended families have members in various phases which gives them a greater degree of choice. Chakats are very sensual and promiscuous, but this does not mean that there is a constant baby boom as they are highly aware of their state of fertility and they have the intelligence to take advantage of that knowledge. Unwanted or unplanned cubs are unheard of.
 
   Chakats do not have a hymen. Instead a type of sphincter acts to close off the vaginal passage. This is actually a modification of the existing vaginal muscles rather than a ring of muscle which couldn't expand sufficiently during labour to allow passage of the cub. This natural valve remains closed until the Chakat sexually matures, and then it comes under hir conscious control. Its normal state is closed and thus remains so when asleep or unconscious. A deliberate act of will must occur to relax the valve to allow sexual penetration, thus a Chakat can never be successfully vaginally raped (even if you could pin an angry felitaur!). This arrangement means also that there is no painful and damaging tearing of a hymen when the Chakat gives away hir virginity. 
 
   The penis is sheathed and is slightly further forward than normal so as not to interfere with the vaginal area. It lacks any feline traits such as barbs to stimulate ovulation or any so-called "cock-knot" as these are adaptations designed to enhance conception amongst animals in the wild and are completely unnecessary in an intelligent species. Aside from the fact that it is designed to rest in a sheath, the chakat penis is rather human-like, although it is slightly longer (about 17 - 19cm or 6.8" - 7.5") and about 50% thicker (about 5 - 6cm or 2 - 2.4") than human average, in proportion to their body size. Size comparisons should not be made to big cats like tigers for example, because chakats are hybrids and not true felines, and their sexual equipment was designed to be compatible with humans and their perceptions of what would be desirable. There are no external genitalia as this particular male vulnerability has been dealt with by eliminating the need for the testes to be kept at a slightly lower temperature in order to produce fertile sperm, therefore allowing them to be safely tucked inside. Chakats must extrude their penis in order to urinate in the male manner. 
 
   They do not menstruate, instead unfertilized ova and uterine linings are re-absorbed into the body. Pregnancy lasts for 312 days (thirteen complete sexual cycles), about 1-1/2 months longer than a human due to their larger and more complex bodies. Due to the research that balanced their male and female hormones, the side-effect of this was the stabilizing of their systems during pregnancy. Thus they do not suffer from morning sickness, although they might have some other mild reaction, chief amongst which is an enhanced libido. Generally though, they just get that warm, happy glow that many ascribe to carrying a child. Single child births are normal. Twins are rare and triplets have never occurred. Chakats can produce just enough milk to feed twins adequately.
 
   Chakats are not interfertile with bipedal species, but can breed successfully with many taurform species such as the feline, vulpine and lupine types, due to the Chakat's genetic structure having been developed from the original research used to produce these 'taurs. Another notable exception is the Skunktaur, sometimes known as Chakat-kin. This species is not only the most interfertile with chakats, but they are the only mates whose offspring are not guaranteed to be chakats also. Due to the dominant nature of chakat genes, normally the cubs are full chakats, but with fur colouring and pattern strongly influenced by the non-chakat. However, the adaptive nature of the skunktaur genetics allows them to overcome this and the cubs can be chakats, skunktaurs or, quite often, hybrids. (See the article on skunktaurs by Bob Reijns for more details.) The majority of the time, the cub will come out predominantly the species of the mother.
 
    
 
   Aging
 
    
 
   As mentioned previously, the average lifespan of a Chakat is about 150 years. Due to aging diseases having been either cured or eliminated from their genetic structure, Chakats enjoy a long and healthy middle age. Their bodies have fully matured and stop growing (except for the tail) when they're in their mid twenties. They remain sexually potent for about 120 years before undergoing the Chakat equivalent of menopause. At this time, it is the ovaries that first cease to function. The testes usually will continue to produce sperm for several years yet, although the quantity will start diminishing before it too ceases. This does not have much effect on Chakat sexuality though. The male/female cycle continues until death. The only things that change is that they no longer go into heat and do not have to worry about pregnancies any more. However, menopause is a signal for something that is happening throughout their body: everything is starting to wear out. Advanced medicine has seen the quality of life improved for all species, extending well over a century, but Chakats are one of the most vital. They can be fully active, bearing and raising children as energetically at 120 as at 20 years of age. After menopause, they have plenty of time to raise any children still in their care until they're old enough to take care of themselves. Only now do they start showing their age though. Fur starts greying faster and skin tone starts sagging. Vision loss starts to become noticeable, as does diminishing hearing and smelling capability. While their bodies can still repair themselves, healing is slower. Joints may not be subject to arthritis, but the efficiency of them gradually deteriorates and causes some stiffness. Muscles are one of the organs that constantly needing to replace themselves, but again, the effectiveness of this ability slowly reduces. This is the major cause of death amongst Chakats because the most important muscle in the body is the heart. Those few Chakats left who only have one heart will die immediately if the heart fails. Those with dual hearts can survive the failure of one with the possibility of reviving it while the other takes up the burden, however quite often it is a sure sign of impending failure of the other also. Still, even close to the end of their lives, elderly chakats are not subject to as many of the infirmities and indignities that humans and other species endure. They have time to prepare for their impending deaths and pass on their responsibilities, spending their last years in full retirement. The last few years of their life are spent passing on their wisdom to younger generations. As elders, or "Longtails", they are highly respected and it's an honour to have one as part of your immediate family.
 
    
 
   Talents
 
    
 
   The Talents referred to are of the extra-sensory (or psionic) kind. In the case of chakats, every member of this species has a strong Empathic ability. This enables to detect, share and project emotions. This means that they can easily tell what actions give the most pleasure or satisfaction to the person(s) whom they are interacting with. They make great mediators and very pleasant companions for this reason, and the more subtle aspects of their Talent are useful in fields such as psychiatry. (See the Guide to Talents for more details.)
 
   Occasionally a chakat may be born with an additional Talent such as telepathy or telekinesis, but this happens only rarely, about as much as in other species (except skunktaurs).
 
     
 
   Sociology
 
    
 
   Forms of Address
 
    
 
   Because the titles Mr. or Ms, etc. would be inappropriate for a herm species, Chakats are usually addressed by their species name followed by their personal name. They get a name some time after birth which reflects their characteristics, physical or personality, which may change anytime up until they reach adulthood. Then they may choose to keep their current name or choose a new adult name, but from then on, the name is permanent. They are very fond of descriptive names and rarely use human-type names. They almost always use just one personal name (not counting nicknames) and they regard themselves as one great family. Lineage is denoted as being the child of two others. For example, I would be formally addressed as: Chakat Goldfur, child of Longstripe and Desertsand. (Alternatively - daughter of - abbreviated to d/o for written purposes.) The mother is always named first, then the sire. The informal honorific is the word Shir which is pronounced like the French word cher, which means "dear". Thus you would address me as Shir Goldfur.
 
   The proper pronoun for referring to Chakats is Shi (or Sie, both pronounced Shay), never He or It! Being referred to as an "it", implying a lack of gender or sexuality, is highly offensive to most Chakats. The possessive form of shi is Hir (usually pronounced like Hare, but also sometimes pronounced Heer). However, Chakats are frequently referred to in the feminine gender, which they don't particularly mind. It may only irk them when they are in male phase and trying to attract a female partner.
 
    
 
   Dress
 
    
 
   Chakats have no nudity taboo; they have no need for clothes except for protection in harsh environments, but they are well aware of the allure of well-designed decorative clothing, the most common of which are halter-tops a kind of vest which serve many functions, and smart jackets. They can be provocative, ornamental or functional. Often, the Chakat just wants some pockets! They are also sometimes a concession to some more prudish humans, although a Chakat can't be forced into wearing anything if shi doesn't feel like it, which can be quite often if shi isn't wearing a uniform required for hir work. A frequent piece of apparel though are belt pouches worn about the upper torso's waist. These give plenty of carrying capacity without restricting movement as garments might do so. 
 
   Chakats are not into the slightest form of self-mutilation and so you will never see tattoos, shaved fur or even an ear-ring (clip-ons excepted). They will also avoid surgery whenever possible but are not foolishly blind to the need.
 
    
 
   Family Life
 
    
 
   Despite a rather fiercesome and capable physique, Chakats are in fact a gentle and loving people, with a tendency to not take seriously anything in which they are not interested. They are devoted to their families and like to have several cubs but do not have them unless they feel all circumstances are suitable. As mentioned previously, the chakat sire is always present at the birth unless extraordinary circumstances prevent it. This is demonstrative of their complete love and support of their mate. Also, the birth is considered a family affair, many members of the family and sometimes close friends are present for the delivery. They lend their moral support during labour and share the joy of the event with the parents. A birthing party is frequently arranged starting the day before the cub is due. They can be very reliably scheduled as chakat pregnancies are extremely predictable in length (312 days).
 
   Chakats don't make any distinction between the sexes (aside from purely physical matters) and are completely bisexual in all things. Some have a personal preference for one side of their sexual nature, but nevertheless will always enjoy the other side. For example, a chakat who has mated with a male and enjoys taking the female role will always be happy to make love in the male mode with another person. A Chakat that didn't feel this way would be considered psychologically disturbed, although it must be pointed out that this has never occurred.
 
   As mentioned earlier, Chakats are quite promiscuous and will happily engage in sex-play with any other compatible chakat, human or morph (of any gender) whom they have come to know and like. This is a common form of social interaction, and one essential to their psychological make-up. They try to avoid procreative incestuous relationships for practical reasons – although careful genetic selection has eliminated virtually all dangerous recessives and inherited diseases, etcetera, the rather small original gene-pool makes it advisable that they get as much diversity into the community as possible. They are also capable of self-fertilization, but only through artificial intervention as organ placement precludes natural self-insemination. However, this option is never practiced as they prefer to produce children as a result of a union with someone they love and not as an act of self-gratification.
 
   Because they are a tactile species, they start teaching their children about sexual function and behavior as early as is practical. Therefore, when they mature and are ready for sex, they avoid hang-ups about sex-play and copulation, knowing what is appropriate and when, avoiding most of the difficulties that other adolescents experience. Chakats are always self-aware of their state of fertility and other chakats can also scent when another is in heat, so unplanned cubs can always be avoided.
 
   A mated couple will often have a cub each within less than a year of each other. This way, the sisters can grow up together and they often form a strong bond of their own. These bonded pairs usually have an empathic link to each other and the depth of their caring for each other is only matched by their lifemates' devotion.
 
   Chakats are extremely social. They hate living alone, and when there are several in a household, they tend to sleep together in a communal bedroom, although they do have individual rooms for their personal possessions and for times when they desire privacy, such as when making love to a mate. This strong social interaction is extended to their guests too. All guests are offered a choice of having a private bedroom or a bed companion to snuggle with. This is not an offer of sexual relationships, unless the guest is a person whom they are already intimate with.
 
    
 
   Morals and Beliefs
 
    
 
   When raising the first Chakats, the team avoided instilling many moral codes much more than "Do unto others...", teaching them to care for people of all kind, and giving them the facts necessary for fitting into a civilised society. They do not have any class distinctions amongst themselves, but they do have a certain pride in their particular talents and strive for recognition by excelling at their chosen vocation. They cannot have any sexual bias and they completely ignore it in humans and other single sex morphs. 
 
   Although Chakats are not atheists, they do not have any particular religious belief as this was another subject the development team did not wish to indoctrinate them with. But, being very intelligent, they find themselves in awe of the splendours of the universe and they sometimes... wonder?
 
    
 
   Typical careers, and relationships with other species
 
    
 
   Technologically, they share the highest level available to the general community (equivalent, for example, to Star Trek level) but being very intelligent, many are in the forefront of research programs whilst others let their curiosity lead them into exploration in starships. There they are regarded as a vital addition to any starship team as their combination of brains and brawn are a definite advantage in hazardous situations. In the general community however, humans being humans, some love them and some hate them. But mostly they are held in the same sort of fascination that humans regard the big cats like the tiger, lion or puma.
 
    
 
   Difficulties
 
    
 
   If all this seems to good to be true, remember that they were designed to be ideal beings. However, nobody's perfect. They weigh a lot more than a human, require more food and plenty of sleep. They hate confined spaces, although a very flexible spine partially compensates for this liability. As mentioned earlier, they cannot tolerate high temperatures for very long. They enjoy water and bathing but drying the fur can be a long and tedious job if they are not prepared to drip dry naturally. They must spend a lot of time grooming, although they tend to use this time for socialising with other Chakats. 
 
   Little things we take for granted make life difficult, such as revolving doors and turnstiles. Special furniture and facilities must be produced for their needs. A rug on the floor is fine for a lounge room but their bathroom facilities are more complex. Automobiles need to be specially modified both for access and driving. Their relatively small population means that there is a shortage of mass-produced goods suitable to their needs. 
 
   The social consequences of a species that is neither wholly male nor female is a bit more of a grey area. Giving them an overall feminine appearance has let people deal with them as if they are all females, a situation with which the Chakats are usually comfortable. They do not mind being referred to as girls or ladies because their ability to bear children makes this description appropriate. The rest has to be left up to the enlightened social values of the times.
 
    
 
   Mating Relationships
 
    
 
   Aside from the traditional Aussie friends or comrades, a mate is a partner in the equivalent of marriage or some other de facto relationship in the furry community. There are different levels of mateship and different species have slightly different views on these matters. However, here I will deal specifically with those particularly referring to the Chakats. These people believe in a three tier system, as follows: 
 
   Companions
 
   A Companion can range from a very good friend to a lover. Frequently, young chakats will find themselves someone who shares their interests and provide companionship and physical comfort. This can include, but is not primarily for the purpose of, sexual relationships. Because chakats are very social and tactile people, this level of mateship fulfils their emotional and physical needs. As they grow older, chakats will still form Companionships, but these are more likely to grow into deeper relationships. While still young though, they are usually temporary and are dissolved on a mutually amicable basis as their goals or needs diverge. The emphasis on this level is a mutual pleasure without commitment. Quickpaw and Bronzecoat are an example of a Companionship that has been dissolved.
 
   Denmates
 
   Denmates are Companions or lovers who formally mate into the family. They share in the joys and responsibilities of their family, and are mindful of the needs of their co-mates and any cubs already in that family. These relationships are sometimes born out of need, but always are based in love, as otherwise that person would just be a burden on that family. The Denmates usually, but not always, have a strong sexual relationship, often with the goal of having children. Cubs are not brought into the world unless it is within the security and loving environment of a family. The emphasis on this level is love of one's partner and hir family, and the relationship usually lasts at least until any offspring are grown and ready to fend for themselves. At this time, the partners may choose to renew or dissolve the mating. Lupu and Goldfur are examples of Denmates. 
 
   Lifemates
 
   Lifemates are Denmates who have such a depth of love and need for each other that they can no longer conceive of living without each other. They share a soul-deep bond that transcends physical relationships, but an active sex-life is inevitably a part of it. This, however, is merely icing on the cake as Lifemates can be extremely happy just being in the company of their mate. A Lifemate's needs and wellbeing are always held as the highest priority, even above one's own. It is felt that if the Lifemate is content, then this happiness filters down to the rest of the family, bringing benefits to all. You cannot become a Lifemate until you have spent at least one full year as declared Denmates. It is considered that this is such a serious decision to make that much time is needed to consider all its aspects. Once a Lifemating is declared, it cannot be dissolved and lasts the lifetime of the partners. However, this does not exclude the forming of bonds with other people and as many as four may share in a Lifemateship. While not forbidden, any more than that makes relationships too complicated and two or three are the norm. Goldfur and Garrek are examples of Lifemates, as are Forestwalker, Kris and Trina. 
 
   Other Relationships
 
   There are other terms for relationships formed with Chakats, but they all fall within the three categories listed above. One example is Mate of the Heart and refers to a deeply loving but unconsummated bond. This falls within the Companion category. Forestwalker and Admiral Kline had such a relationship until the time they declared themselves Denmates. Obviously, non-consummation does not mean non-physical and there can be a high degree of physical intimacy between such partners. 
 
    
 
   Sexually Oriented Roles in Society
 
    
 
   Chakats are very comfortable when it comes to the subject of sex. Being hermaphrodites, they understand equally what it is to be male and what it is to be female and they are at ease with both sides of their dual natures. Others in single sex races are not always as comfortable with the subject of sex or their own sexual natures. 
 
   For this reason, some chakats have taken it upon themselves to help those of other races in this area. Some chakats, who have taken a special course of study which includes psychology, biology and socialisation courses, become sex education teachers/counselors in schools. They help adolescents of all races, regardless of gender or sexual orientation, to understand the changes that are going on with their bodies, helping them through the turmoil of emotions brought about by the physical changes that are happening within them. Chakats are uniquely suited for this type of work, since they know what each of their students is going through and can gently help them along the way. 
 
   Other chakats take on more advanced training to help those who have greater need in this area. Some members of other races, whether due to psychological trauma, physical problems or learned social attitudes, suffer from severe sexual dysfunction. In conjunction with a trained psychologist specialising in the field of sexual dysfunction, these chakats work in the medical field as sexual surrogates. Being dual sexed, they are uniquely equipped to help anyone, regardless of gender or sexual preference. They can help a male who suffers from extreme premature ejaculation or a female who is so nervous about sex that her body will not permit the entry of a male or any other of a number of problems. They help their charges to heal with a combination of talk and physical intimacy, helping them overcome mental trauma or physical difficulties. 
 
   Chakats also make good teachers for the nervous young person who is just starting to become sexually active. Many a young male or female has given their virginity to a loving, kind and understanding chakat. They come to them as nervous and inexperienced youths and leave as confident and competent lovers. 
 
    
 
   Historical Background
 
     
 
   Original Development
 
    
 
   The original creation of anthropomorphs during the 21st century was an often abused science. They were created as personal slaves, sex kittens, vicious fighters, etcetera. The collapse of the decadent and stagnant societies into decay and the inevitable widespread wars caused a backlash against the abuses of science and the death of many of these earliest creations, not to mention millions of humans. Out of this mess, however, came a new enlightened society which began to take responsibility for the enormous ramifications of a highly technological era. The genetic sciences were revived because of the need to rebuild everything, but this time with very strict guidelines in place. The morphs were to be treated with the same respect and rights due to any human being. If they were bred for a specific task, they nonetheless were given a complete education and the opportunity to choose another career if they wished. Anyone engaged in genetic research was subject to strict, constant scrutiny. This time the morphs got the best society had to offer instead of the worst. 
 
   In the 22nd century, morphs were an accepted and integral part of society (with the occasional malcontent or bigoted individuals excepted) and people were looking to the stars again. A working FTL (Faster Than Light) drive was created and interstellar exploration began. About the same time, the Institute of New Generation Genetics was formed to study and create ways of improving life in any way through genetic engineering. This included gene therapy for inherited diseases, stimulated regrowth of injuries including loss of limbs, curing birth defects and of course studying the possibilities inherent in anthropomorphic lifeforms. The concept for what was to become the Chakat species was a culmination of much of this research. By the time the first Chakats graduated, many star systems had been explored, several habitable worlds had been located and one alien species had been contacted: the fox-like people of the planet Voxxa. Now the new frontier was opened and new colonies were being started. The Chakats were proving to be very able and enthusiastic explorers and they helped open up many new worlds. They were amongst the first to open up relationships between Terra and the felinoid races of Cait and Raksha.
 
    
 
   Chakona - A Chakat Homeworld
 
    
 
   By the 23rd century, the Chakat population had grown considerably and they started thinking of starting up a colony of their own to establish a home world for all furry kind. Chakats being very sociable creatures, they never considered having a world strictly for their own species, but conceived an idea for bonding all morphs into a wonderfully diverse culture. The discovery of an ideal world for this purpose was all that was needed. In the latter part of the century, they found a planet with ideal conditions. The land masses were mostly in the cool to temperate zones which the Chakats preferred and natural resources were abundant. They intended to build their homes and factories in complete harmony with the environment. They wanted to retain as much of the original beauty of the planet as possible and they drew on the experiences of all the previous colonies and the harsh lessons learnt by the people of Earth. Although humans and alien species were always welcome, only morphs were actively encouraged to immigrate to this new mother land named Chakona. Their world does not have huge continents like the Earth's. Instead, it has lots of smaller land masses, the biggest of which is a bit smaller than Australia. Few of these island continents overlap the climate zones where deserts would naturally form like the belts of arid regions that encircle our planet. Most are covered with rainforests that vary from tropical to cool temperate in type. The planet is the fourth from a G3 yellow dwarf star named Chakastra (Chakat's Star). This star is visible from Terra's southern hemisphere and can be located at the old designation of AQUILA RA 19h49m7s D 8°46'. Although Chakona's sun is further away than Sol is from Earth, it is slightly hotter and the planet falls perfectly into an orbit that's an ideal distance for sustaining life. The world has two moons called Ka'turna and Cha'turna, named in honor of the creators of the Chakat race.
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   Present Day
 
    
 
   At the turn of the 24th century, about 250 habitable worlds had been found (although you would not want to live on many of them!) Seven intelligent species had been contacted, so far. Of these, only three were technologically advanced, the others being left alone to develop without interference or well-meant meddling. These three, along with Earth and Chakona, formed the cornerstones of the new interstellar federation. With its continued growth, more and more alien species are being contacted and invited into an alliance with the Stellar Federation. The original three alien species were the Caitians, the Voxxans and the Rakshans. They were later joined by the Merraki, Kalen-toth and Renzar races. 
 
   The Chakats' strong, intelligent and caring ways greatly influences all the worlds. A chakat was the first to perfect matter/energy conversion which opened up the fields of energy production, matter replication and, of course, teleportation. The worlds have seen a golden age extending more than two centuries. 
 
   Where do they go from here? Ever forward and upward we hope, but history shows that what we hope and what we get are often two different things.
 
    
 
   Political & Social Structure of Chakona
 
    
 
   Government
 
    
 
   Chakona is very much a planned world. Before it was discovered, the chakat clans of Earth had met and decided to find a suitable world on which to start a colony that best suited their needs. It was always recognised that the chakats alone did not have sufficient numbers to get the world up to the desired standard quickly enough, but the simplest and most agreeable solution was to invite members of the other morph species. Together, they sponsored a search for a suitable planet, and in the meantime they set about determining how they wanted the new world set up and run. 
 
   When a lush planet was found, an initial research team was sent to determine its land masses, suitability for farming, living or commerce, and many other pre-determined factors. Armed with this knowledge, the chakats and their allies laid out the framework for the new society. Thus today you will find that the land is divided into manageable "provinces" which answer only to the planetary government. In turn, the provinces are managed on a local basis by district councils. The "capital" of each province is actually little more than an administrative building located centrally. It doesn't belong to any of the districts, but is supported by them all. Each province has been laid out to maximise its resources without unfairly eclipsing the others. The idea is to provide the highest degree of standard of living with the minimum impact on the environment. Council members are not only the decision makers, but the ones who have the responsibility of seeing that the natural order of things is not unduly disturbed. Each council sends a representative to its "capital" where policy is set for its province, in line with planetary government guidelines. The planetary government's purpose is naturally to deal with affairs that impact on the whole world. It controls immigration, taxation (can't get away from that!), customs (they're extremely strict on contraband material and organisms) and other such things that you can presently associated with countries. They're also the watchdogs to make sure that the provinces don't start deviating from the original plans for their society without thorough debate from all representatives. 
 
   The elected leader of Chakona is the Prime Minister and has always been a chakat. Not that another species couldn't be, but due to the high percentage of that species on the world, and the fact that chakats really care for their world, it has always resulted in one of them being chosen. All other species have an equal voice in the government, but have to conform to the rules laid down by the chakats from the first days. No one is allowed to settle on Chakona unless they fully understand these conditions and agree with them. The chakat clans were determined that their world would remain virtually free of the divisiveness and petty bickering of Earth's nations. They have managed to retain a much looser style of controlling things upon Chakona without slipping into anarchy. Their unofficial motto is " Less Governing And More Doing!" 
 
   Politicking is not much done on this world. The members of the local councils are chosen at council gathers. If you're an ordinary citizen, you have the right to be heard at the council. If you choose not to attend, then you are regarded as having abstained from that right and have no cause for complaint if something does not go the way that you would have wished. The Councillors in turn choose a Representative for the Provincial council, and of course, the Representatives choose the Prime Minister and other posts. There are no parties as such, although many will ally with others in a cause. Formal parties are not part of the system because they want to avoid political circuses that waste time and resources. 
 
   At all times, it's the will of the people that is most important; not what a political party thinks the people should do. However, the planetary council has the authority to plan new projects and formulate new policies, but these need to be passed down and approved by the lower levels before being ratified. Justices are also appointed at the local level, but skip the intermediate level and go straight to the planetary government level for higher authority. The global council chooses a Chief Justice from those that have shown exceptional capability. As you can tell, the main idea is to minimise the amount of bureaucracy, but don't get the idea that they are lax. Once a policy has been implemented, it is rigidly adhered to. Chakona has the strictest quarantine and immigration controls in the Federation. They have no intention of repeating past mistakes. On the other hand, a casual visitor merely on holiday will have no difficulty obtaining a visa. Chakona is not a closed world, just strongly protected from foreign diseases, pests, drugs and other undesirables. 
 
   Chakona is a full equal member of the Stellar Federation. The same meticulous preparation that enabled their world to be quickly established also enabled them to rapidly put Chakona on the map in terms of resources and technology. The Stellar Federation is similar to that of the Star Trek Universe and may be regarded as its counterpart in the Chakat Universe. You need a passport to travel between any planet, but visas are only required by some. Chakona requires a visa, but that's to control illegal imports more than people themselves.
 
    
 
   Age Limits
 
    
 
   On Chakona, Chakats do not have a statutory limit for most things. On the other hand, they have strong compulsory educational programs to properly educate children on sex, relationships and social issues. Each species has the right to determine when their young are old enough to decide for themselves when to have sex or when to mate or marry. Generally speaking though, this is somewhere in the mid teens. 
 
   Although driving is a lot safer in these times, no one can drive until they pass very stringent tests. However, there is no age limit for taking these tests, but there are usually practical physical limitations that prevent those who are too young from getting a licence. 
 
   As for voting, anyone old enough to speak up clearly and cogently at a council meeting may be considered to have a vote, despite the fact that they don't have formal elections.
 
    
 
   Alcohol & Drugs
 
    
 
   Alcohol is available to anyone over fifteen, but in limited quantities. Alcoholism is very treatable in this time, but efforts are made so that its likelihood of developing is reduced. Alcoholic beverages are regarded separately from other drugs. Like many other poisons, alcohol barely affects chakats except in very large quantities (amounts that would kill most other people). They tend to have a little bit of a blind spot in this regard because even they like the taste of wine with a meal, or a celebratory drink on some occasion. The main reason that there's no statutory age for drinking alcohol is that, in that diverse community, alcohol affects some a lot more than others. There's literally a couple of decades between the extremes of appropriate ages, so the majority of regulation is left up to the families themselves but with compulsory education as to its affects. This is regarded as one of the other compulsory subjects learnt in social education, along with sex, drugs, prejudice, etcetera. The fifteen year age limit is not a strictly enforced law, but more a guideline with the power of social pressure behind it. By this age, Chakonan youth are expected to be able to make sound judgements. It's not easy making laws for such a species and culturally diverse world! 
 
   Recreational drugs are one of the Chakats' sore spots. As previously mentioned they have a fair resistance to many poisons, including narcotics, but even they can be overdosed or affected by some exotic drugs, and they detest the thought. It's a species-wide foible that makes them come down hard on ALL recreational drugs, no matter how mild. Pharmaceutical drugs are also strongly controlled. Drug traffickers are pursued relentlessly. Visitors are also advised that "It's just for my personal use" is not an acceptable excuse. Within their own society, they have been pretty successful at eliminating drugs, and those few exceptions are dealt with firmly. For non-Chakonans, heavy fines are the very least they can expect. True drug traffickers can expect life imprisonment at worst. 
 
    
 
   Population Control
 
    
 
   Because Chakona was a planned world from day one, population numbers have always been strongly controlled. The founders went to extreme lengths to learn from history all the problems involved in colonisation and the creation of a new society. Policies were firmly in place long before Chakona was discovered and implemented from the day the first colonist set foot on the world. The planet was developed in stages. First stage was establishing the colony and making sure that it could survive by itself. Stage 2 was to start exploiting resources and expand their infrastructure while disturbing the ecology as little as possible. Stage 3 was to develop the cities and industries to the point where they could start enjoying the full benefits of a highly technological society. They are now in stage 4 where they are a major source of commodities and materials and need more population to sustain growth. 
 
   Having established Chakona as the place to be to make your fortune, naturally many people do want to go to this world. However, while they do have an open-door policy at this time, the actual numbers admitted depends entirely on pre-development of the basics. Think of it like a housing estate. All the appropriate land is developed close to some industry that the Chakonans wish to start or expand. All environmental concerns are addressed before they move in a single immigrant. Slums are thereby avoided and the land is developed in a way that has the least amount of impact on the ecology. Then they move in a selected group of people from the immigration queue and move onto the next project. But this must cost a lot of money, you say. Of course it does, but just like the housing estates where they outlay large sums of money for roads, power, sewering, etc, etc, before anyone moves in, the costs are factored in and the immigrants pay for it. TANSTAAFL, if you know what that means. However, picking the right immigrants for the location ensures full employment, high job satisfaction, high production and good profits, therefore there is a large degree of affluence and the initial loans are soon paid off. By this time, if there is a need to expand, they have the money and resources to do it properly. They remain bound by the policies of the World Council whose major function is to ensure that the original plans and policies of the founders are abided by. At no point is the population intake allowed to outstrip the need for workers, thereby eliminating the major causes of most problems. It might be thought that this would cause a long waiting list for immigration, but several areas are developed simultaneously in many different fields, thereby keeping turnover time pretty short. Stage 5 will come when the World Council determines that the optimum sustainable economy has been reached and a cap will be put on immigration thereafter. While Chakona's economy might still be able to grow, its off-world markets might not, so it will be controlled in such a way that natural population growth will sustain its needs. 
 
   Which brings us to the other part of the questions: Internal population control. In the previous section on Chakonan social issues, one of the major ones is compulsory sex education from an early age. Far from trying to restrict the sexual activities of their youth (which never works for any culture), they teach the consequences of their actions and the means of safely and easily avoiding unwanted pregnancies. At this time, truly safe and reliable means of contraception are available and their usage is encouraged. That pretty easily takes care of the unplanned children, but what of those that they deliberately have? For the moment, as I said before, there is still a strong need for manpower in almost every field, so they are not a problem so far. However, the inbred love of child-bearing by chakats could eventually be a problem. The World Council recognises this and does have a policy that will be implemented if (or more likely, when) the time comes to curb natural population growth. This will quite likely to be the hardest policy to implement and abide by because it goes against their instincts, but they pride themselves on also being the best possible parents and they would not want to exacerbate a problem that would lower the standard of living, possibly cause harm to the environment and indirectly harm their family. Time will tell if they can successfully achieve this. 
 
   The only other factor in population control thus far not addressed is the actual ratio of chakats to other species, including humans. While the Chakats were always happy to share their world with other morph species, it was always intended to be not only a homeworld, but a safe refuge for their kind. To maintain a controlling interest in Chakona, the ratio of Chakats in the population to that of all the others combined has always been greater than 50%, usually hovering between 55 to 60%. So far, natural population growth from births plus a constant intake from other worlds has seen this ratio maintained without having to restrict non-Chakat immigrants, but if this situation was to change, the World Council has policies ready to implement to control the situation. On top of this, immigrants are required to undergo courses familiarising them with the laws and social requirements of Chakona, and are expected to comply with them. Those who still want to assert any cultural or social values from their old homeland which conflict with Chakonan policies, are asked why they bothered to move away from there in the first place if they prefer them. If the answers are unsatisfactory, they are usually rejected as being unsuitable immigrants. Citizenship of Chakona is a privilege, not a right.
 
    
 
   Mating
 
    
 
   There are no formal limits to who may mate, when or how, although there may be practical limits. Chakats have few formal rituals, and those they do have tend to be brief and to the point, but they are also very strongly binding and heartfelt. Chakats sometimes mate monogamously, but this is not common. Three or four tends to be the normal number in the family, especially if any of the mates are not chakats. As for "shacking up", most do precisely this until they feel the time is right to form a more permanent relationship with someone (or more!) for whom they really care. The important thing to remember about any chakat relationship that has anything to do with sex is that they do not have any illogical so-called morals cluttering up their thinking. Any rules are always from a strictly practical reason, such as not procreating with a sister because of the need for genetic diversity, NOT because it is a sin or some such rubbish. Partners outside the group are always a good way to introduce fresh genes into the pool, so there's no stupid morals against this either. 
 
     
 
   General facts about Chakona
 
    
 
   The capital city of Chakona is Amistad, Spanish for Friendship. The Prime Meridian (0° longitude) passes directly through here at the site of the original landing of the first colonists.
 
   The Date Line passes through no land at all, so it is perfectly in line with 180° longitude.
 
   The primary spaceport is also at Amistad, but located on the opposite side of a mountain ridge for safety, noise and light pollution reasons. 
 
   Universal Standard Time is practiced on Chakona, so a time and date are the same no matter where you are on the planet. Instead, "office hours" are adjusted for the time zone. 
 
   The Chakonan day is about 9% longer than the Terran day (1.0902 times, or about 2 hours 10 minutes longer). It is divided into twenty "hours" which is further divided into 100 "minutes", with those divided into 100 "seconds". One Chakonan hour = 1.30824 Terran hour (almost 19 minutes longer).
 
   The Chakonan year is 385.1004 Chakonan days long and is divided into 48 eight-day weeks. There are no months. Local dates are expressed as the nth day of week # of the xth year of settlement. e.g.: 1/1/1 is the date the first colonists landed. 4/1/93 is the date that Goldfur and Forestwalker arrive with their families after emmigrating from Earth.
 
   The leftover day is called Year's End and is a public holiday. Every tenth year is a leap year, and there's an extra holiday tacked on called New Decade.
 
   The official language is Terranglo, which is also the commonest of the official languages of the Stellar Federation. Basically it is a rationalised version of English where the worst inconsistencies have been fixed.
 
   Approximately 79% of the surface of the world is covered in water. The largest land mass is only 83% the size of mainland Australia. 
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CREDITS
 
    
 
   The Chakats were inspired by some ideas brought forward by other people for their own characters, most notably: Mike Higgs’ Kendarii, Roy Pounds’ Garetta, Mary Lynn Skirvin’s snow cats and other similar characters. Some of these ideas are a logical necessity and could not be ignored. Others are highly desirable characteristics and would be developed naturally by any serious research team. However I greatly expanded on those and added my own ideas to create a unique species. The planet Voxxa and its inhabitants are copyright Silverfox Publications and are used with permission. The name of the planet Chakona was suggested by Jason Gaffney. Some valuable contributions, including providing the first map, naming the moons and providing inspiration, came from Terry Knight. Thanks go to Boyce Kline for various suggestions and inspiration. The article, "Sexually Oriented Roles in Society", was written by him.
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   Chakamil
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   An overview and history of the breed
 
   by John Plunkett.
 
    
 
   The Chakamil (short for Chakat, Military Specification) is a breed of Chakat illegally created by the Federation Science Corps in anticipation of an invasion of New Mordor, the Sauron prison colony planet.
 
    
 
   
  
 

* Description *
 
    
 
   The most visible difference between a Chakat and a Chakamil are in the tail and forepaws. The Chakamil sacrifices dexterity in the forepaw digits in return for a set of retractable claws. The "thumb" digit is still present and suffers no loss of dexterity; it's equipped with a small, non-retractable claw. Chakamil forepaws are still capable of grasping, after the fashion of a humanoid hand in heavy mittens.
 
   Chakamil tails tend to be short. The designers chose genus lynx as a base, so purebred Chakamils resemble lynxes or bobcats. (It's said the choice was inspired by the old saying about licking one's weight in wildcats. There's no evidence to support that story, but none to refute it either.) There are also Chakats with lynx patterning, complete with short tails, so coat patterning is not by itself diagnostic.
 
   More subtly, Chakamils tend to be leaner and more muscular than Chakats. Chakamils, on average, have smaller breasts and less body fat overall. In strength and dexterity, Chakamils are much the same as Chakats; Chakamils have (relatively) improved endurance and pain tolerance.
 
   Chakamils can interbreed with Chakats. Genetically, Chakamils are more than just a race of Chakat but not quite a separate species. Hybrids may resemble either parent, or have blended features. Submerged characteristics may abruptly manifest in later generations. (For example, a Chakat cub may be born with clawed forepaws even though neither parent expressed that feature.)
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   * Personality *
 
    
 
   Compared to Chakats, Chakamils are less social and more aggressive, though not so much as to exceed Terran norms. If Chakats can be said to have generally feminine personalities, Chakamils are essentially masculine. Even in female phase, Chakamils tend to be rather "butch."
 
    
 
   * Psionic Abilities *
 
    
 
   The genetic factors which led to the Chakat empathic ability were not at the time well understood (and still aren't, even today). The project scientists did express concerns over how empathic sensitivity would affect the Chakamils' suitability as soldiers, but didn't know how to mitigate it. Given the time constraints under which the project operated, it was decided to address the issue in training.
 
   As it turned out, Chakamils did not express Chakat style empathic sensitivity. Why this happened was never researched. It was speculated that Chakamils had psionic potential but it manifested differently. Certain individuals did express a "danger sense," where they seemed to know beforehand when a threat would strike. Others showed an uncanny ability to anticipate an enemy's actions. Still others developed stealth skills that bordered on the supernatural. Whether there is an actual, qualitative difference between Chakat and Chakamil psionic potentials was never researched and is not known. It may be that the Talents Chakamils did express came in response to their military training regimen.
 
   Documents retrieved from the Psi Corps after the collapse of the Orwell Operation indicate that Chakamils have the same overall psionic potential as Chakats. The difference in expressed abilities, the documents say, stem in small part from genetic variance and to larger degree from training. One may infer that a Chakamil raised as a Chakat would develop an ability very similar to, but not quite the same as, Chakat empathy. These results have not been tested or reviewed by the scientific community, so their validity is uncertain. Also, the issue of hybridization (mixing Chakat and Chakamil genes) was not addressed. What abilities might emerge in an individual with mixed ancestry is not known.
 
    
 
   
  
 

* History *
 
    
 
   The Chakamil came into existence as a direct result of the Sauron Insurrection (2215 to 2230, though the underlying problems had existed since the Gene Wars and persisted for a while afterward).
 
   The Sauron are a special type of war-beast created near the end of the Gene Wars. They exactly resemble ordinary Terrans, with no special mods except for one: their bodies manufacture. Their purpose was to spread disease among enemy populations, moving invisibly among their victims until the outbreak took root. The disease itself wasn't unduly virulent, but each time two Sauron came into intimate contact, the genetic profile of each one's plague would change. (All that's needed is mucous membrane contact, so open-mouthed kissing can trigger a change.) The target population would be overwhelmed by successive waves of outbreak, since vaccines developed for previous iterations wouldn't work on later ones.
 
   Why anyone would create such a thing is open to debate; records from that period are lost. It's generally accepted that the Sauron were a vengeance weapon, intended to cause as much harm as possible at a point when the creator's survival no longer mattered. If so, the Sauron succeeded amazingly; over the course of the Gene Wars, 95% of the global population died.
 
   [Footnote: today, much is made of the "20G," referring to the fact that 20 billion people died over the course of the Gene Wars. Despite what supporters of Earth for Humanity say, the number is largely conjectural, based on estimations of Terra's global population in the middle to late 21st century. It's also worth noting that they didn't all die at once; global population declined precipitously over a span of roughly 50 years; most of the deaths resulted from social and economic breakdown rather than direct military action. Most notably, the total population figure doesn't distinguish between Homo Sapiens and genetically engineered species. Though it is indisputably true that Homo Sapiens suffered the brunt of it: at the height of the Gene Wars recombinants represented a statistically insignificant percentage of the total population, but by the time Reconstruction began, they comprised roughly 18% of the total.]
 
   Controlling the outbreaks devolved to a matter of simple survival: if it couldn't be done, humanity might easily become extinct. This prompted draconian and inhumane measures, up to and including the infamous General Order 418 which stripped Sauron of all rights and legal protections. Humanity did survive but at a fearful cost: millions of Sauron were rounded up and slaughtered like diseased animals, along with a great many others who were never tested to see whether they were or not. Mostly, anyone accused of being Sauron was killed out of hand and no attempt was ever made to validate the charges.
 
   As the United Nations of Terra World Government established authority over the globe, Sauron killings were stopped. The detrimental effects on law and order ultimately outweighed the advantages in controlling disease. Sauron were instead kept in remote internment facilities. (Although General Order 418 was never formally rescinded, a fact which led to trouble later on.) The ongoing cost of the facilities troubled UNTWG, which sought other solutions. The Sauron disease-making mechanism could be disabled, but at the cost of making the individual sickly and sterile. The Sauron saw this as slow-acting genocide, prompting rebellions and breakouts. Eventually, in 2173, UNTWG took the internment policy to its logical conclusion by transferring the Sauron to a colony world reserved just for them. The Sauron were provided with standard supplies and allowed to establish the colony as they saw fit, with no external interference, but with one proviso: no contact with any other planet was permitted. The Sauron were confined in perpetuity to this one world, which came to be called New Mordor. As more Sauron were identified or came forward, they were also sent to New Mordor.
 
   Though far more humane than previous solutions, the New Mordor colony was seen by many Sauron as an attempt by UNTWG to concentrate all the Sauron so they could be exterminated in one fell swoop. This belief led to the "spider highway," a program of smuggling Sauron off New Mordor and planting them in hidden colonies all over the Terran Colonial Expansion Zone. These colonies generally supported themselves through piracy, and if a legitimate colony set up nearby, the settlers would succumb to plagues. Star Fleet pursued an escalating series of operations against these activities, culminating with the blockade of New Mordor in 2215.
 
   The blockade resulted from a realization by Star Fleet that the spider highway could only be effectively cut off at its source. Merely interdicting the colony didn't help, however; pirate colonies already established elsewhere ran the blockade and kept smuggling people off-planet. That left Star Fleet facing the very eventuality they'd hoped to avoid: having to place an occupation force on the ground.
 
   Medical science had improved considerably by then; it was at least possible for an invasion force to operate within the highly contaminated environment of the colony without all the soldiers dying of disease. Still, the cost would be exorbitant, both medically and in lives, without even considering the normal costs of fighting what would inevitably degenerate into a protracted guerrilla war.
 
   The easy, obvious solution would be to field a force of non-Terrans, who wouldn't be affected by the plagues. UNTWG approached the Federation but was rebuffed; the other Federation members (Voxxa in particular) had expended enormous capital and labor on Terra's reconstruction and declined to invest any more, particularly in what they saw as a needless and cruel solution. They offered to mediate between UNTWG and the Sauron, and were in turn rebuffed.
 
   (Voxxa was at the time courting the Damocles Hegemony, which strenuously opposed UNTWG's policy in dealing with the Sauron issue. Also, the Voxxan people were having some difficulty adapting to the Federation, which at the time hadn't existed for very long. Many Voxxans felt that Voxxa had surrendered its preeminent position in favor of coddling backward foreigners. Sending a Voxxan occupation force to New Mordor would have been political suicide for any leader who proposed it.)
 
   Among UNTWG's own population the only reasonable candidates were former war-beasts or Chakats. Of those, Chakats were the best suited physically; only they had been specifically designed to resist Sauron plagues. Reaction in the Chakat community to the prospect of an all-Chakat invasion force was overwhelmingly negative. The community disapproved of UNTWG's Sauron policy; like the Voxxans they felt negotiation to be the best course. The community disliked the prospect of "militarizing" Chakats; even if only a portion of the Chakat population ever served it would attach a "war-beast" stigma to the entire population which Chakats as a whole had strove mightily to avoid (not to mention running directly against the wishes of the Turners). Finally, allowing people to be selected for military service based on racial characteristics - particularly when those characteristics had been genetically installed at some previous point - would do serious, possibly irreparable, harm to the rights of genetically engineered people.
 
   The idea didn't fare any better among the war-beasts. Over the years they'd suffered greatly from prejudice, hatred, and violence; it was felt that letting UNTWG use them in this way would wipe out all their gains. Also, in many cases Chakat organizers got to them first and stirred up opposition. UNTWG did obtain some volunteers but not nearly enough.
 
   All this left UNTWG in a most unenviable position. The cost of maintaining New Mordor, including the blockade, was exorbitant. The cost to the Terran Dominion in lost colonial development, and the cost to UNTWG in lost credibility, were incalculable. Even the Federation cracked under the strain; the High Council had become bitterly divided. Motions were floated to impose sanctions on UNTWG or even expel Terra from the Federation entirely.
 
   Terra itself had also become bitterly divided. The Chakat community's refusal to participate in a military solution to the "Sauron question" was seen in certain areas as proof that Chakats secretly planned to let "true" Terrans die out so that Chakats (and other genetically engineered species) could take over. On the other side, it was felt that UNTWG's actions showed it had never really intended to follow through on its promises of peace and equality between "natural Terrans" and "engineered Terrans."
 
   (This is where the modern Earth for Humanity movement began. Proponents trace the group's origins back to the Gene Wars, and some even further - to organizations such as the Klu Klux Klan - but before the Sauron Insurrection, Earth for Humanity was a collection of scattered and largely isolated protestors, nothing at all like the unified, organized, and motivated political force it subsequently became.)
 
   All these things help to explain why UNTWG thought it worthwhile to try creating a new type of war-beast, particularly one based on Chakats. The gruesome publicity that would inevitably result even from the best possible outcome was seen as the lesser evil.
 
   So it came to pass that, in 2220, Project GRAPPLE began. Science Corps personnel and resources were used, but in such a way as to keep the project secret even from the rest of the Corps. The use of Chakats as the base pattern was never questioned; creating a new race from scratch would take too long and of the extant types, Chakats were clearly the best suited. Moreover, all the original research notes from the Chakat Genome Project still existed, giving the GRAPPLE researchers an excellent guide for how to make the necessary modifications. (Such information was almost never available for other earlier species.)
 
   Baseline genetic samples were secretly collected from hundreds of Chakats, generally under the guise of routine medical testing. These samples were blended so the resulting pattern couldn't be traced to any particular individual or family. The forepaw modifications were done so that Chakamils could walk farther and carry heavier loads; the claws themselves were not seen as militarily significant. The Chakamils' slender, wiry build emerged from hormonal adjustments designed to increase endurance and pain tolerance. Creating a more "military" mind-set was accomplished by adjusting the brain development optimizations originally done by the Turners to create the Chakat personality. The personality alterations did have some unplanned side effects (SEE Psionic Abilities, above).
 
   That Chakamils are genetically compatible with Chakats was entirely intentional. It would (it was hoped) ease integration of Chakamils into the civilian population when they rotated out of the service. It would also deflect accusations of violating Federation law by creating new war-beasts. Chakamils, the argument went, were simply optimized Chakats, and not a new species at all.
 
   The actual manufacture of Chakamils took place in a series of 18 underground creches hidden away in the wilds of Tasmania. (They were numbered #1 to #20; for various reasons #15 and #19 were never built.) In order to reduce the chances of accidental detection, the creches had self-contained power and life support; UNTWG considered it vitally important that the project not be discovered early. (The PR fallout would be bad enough already without adding to it.)
 
   Everything proceeded apace until 2223, when the Three Firms Scandal erupted. The enormous outcry - particularly on the part of the Chakat community - convinced UNTWG that the backlash against Project GRAPPLE would be vastly worse than expected. There ensued a hasty effort to close the project and destroy all the evidence... including the Chakamils themselves. Each creche had been rigged with a self-destruct feature that would sterilize it in case of biological outbreak; these mechanisms were triggered with the Chakamils (and some project staff) still locked inside.
 
   That should have been the end, but it wasn't. An unknown number of Chakamils escaped while Project GRAPPLE was still in operation; the training included above-ground exercises and some individuals just walked off and never returned. A few were recovered and others let go. Project leaders feared that pursuing escapees too vigorously risked drawing attention to the project.
 
   Additionally, because of a clerical error, Creche #20 was never sterilized. The occupants knew they were in trouble and remained hidden; in fact the community survived for 80 odd years until it was accidentally discovered by Keith Walker and Chakat Dawnfire. The Chakamils were going to kill them; they managed to escape but in the process inadvertently triggered the self-destruct mechanism. That brought a sad close to a sad chapter in history, but even that wasn't the end of it. Over the years numerous individuals had trickled out Creche #20 and many of them integrated with the general population. So the Chakamil survived and flourished, despite many efforts to the contrary.
 
    
 
   * Specific Chakamils *
 
    
 
   Penta, the father of Chakat Darkstar, was a first generation Chakamil who escaped from Project GRAPPLE before its conclusion. Shi was found by a Chakat extended family vacationing in Tasmania and adopted by the community. Later on, when an opportunity arose to invest in the Chakona colony, Penta blackmailed the Science Corps into buying hir a large stake.
 
   Darkstar, Penta's eldest daughter, is a Chakamil hybrid (half Chakamil, half Chakat). Nevertheless shi is classic Chakamil in appearance; in fact shi is practically a carbon copy of hir father.
 
   Despite appearances, Darkstar does indeed have a fairly strong Talent. It manifests as a preternatural ability to anticipate an enemy's actions in combat and occasionally to foresee the unexpected. The ability only seems to work well in combat situations. Only occasionally does shi feel empathic connections with other Chakats, and dimly at that. This is why she generally avoids other Chakats, preferring solitude or the company of non-Chakats.
 
   Schwartzchild and Corona, Darkstar's sisters, both looked like regular Chakats (except that Corona had forepaw claws) and most strongly resembled Longstride, their mother.
 
   Darkstar's daughter Marla was one quarter Chakamil, hir mother being a true Chakat. Marla's appearance was entirely typical for a Chakat, with no external Chakamil qualities whatsoever. Nonetheless shi expressed a pure Chakamil personality, which hir family proved ultimately unable to handle and led to hir eventually running away from home.
 
   Marla's daughter Aurora is technically 3/8 Chakamil (hir father was half Chakamil, like Darkstar). Aurora has a wiry build, more slender than a typical Chakat but not so lean as hir grandmother Darkstar. Aurora has forepaw claws; otherwise hir appearance is entirely Chakat, including a long tail. Hir personality is roughly 50% to 75% Chakamil.
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   Introduction
 
    
 
   Possibly no other recently colonised Federation world has attracted as much attention as Chakona, the first world in the Federation that is primarily settled by non-humanoid races. While many people view Chakona simply as the adopted home of Chakats and Skunktaurs, the planet itself, along with its unique adapted culture, offers much to the vacationing traveller. The combination of developed settled areas sitting right next to untamed frontier wilderness offers many varied experiences: jungles and forests with unique plants and animals, massive coral reefs, active volcanoes, exotic celebrations and uninhabited paradise islands are just some of the activities available. 
 
   Although travelling outside of the main settled areas of Chakona can be difficult at times, you would have to search hard to find locals as friendly and helpful as those of Chakona. 
 
   Compared with other homeworlds in the Federation, Chakona until now hasn't taken up much room in the major travel catalogues, but this is rapidly changing as the planet starts to shed its frontier world image. In some ways, this has been a blessing in disguise for the traveller, so the visitor to Chakona will see the world in pristine condition, untarnished by runaway tourist development. With such a variety of natural beauty and hospitality, there's something for everyone on Chakona.
 
    
 
   Important Note:  This guide does not go into specific detail about all of Chakona, as this would make the Guide prohibitively large. More specialized "Lonely Stellar" guides to each of Chakona’s continents are available, either from the publisher or from your normal book and information supplier.
 
    
 
   Facts About the Planet
 
    
 
   
  
 

History
 
    
 
   The history of Chakona is intertwined with the first wave of Federation planetary colonisation, and with the rise to prominence of the genetically engineered hermaphroditic Chakat race. By the 23rd century, the Federation Chakat population had grown considerably and they started thinking of starting up a colony of their own to establish a home world for all furry kind. Chakats being very sociable creatures, they never considered having a world strictly for their own species, but conceived an idea for bonding all morphs into a wonderfully diverse culture. The discovery of an ideal world for this purpose was all that was needed. 
 
   In 2237, while carrying out routine stellar observations, the Sagan Deep Space Telescope on the edge of the Terran system detected a planetary system around the G3 yellow dwarf star Aquila RA 19h49m7s D 8°46'. As part of the ongoing exploration and colonisation efforts of the Stellar Federation, the newly-discovered Aquilan system was selected for further investigation by subsequent exploration missions. 
 
   The first Federation exploration of what was to later be called the Chakastra system was a flyby mission in 2240 by the Federation robot probe Kupe, launched from the Terran Deep Space Command vessel TDSCV Tasman. During the initial survey of the solar system, the Kupe probe discovered a Type-L planet, with two small moons, that appeared capable of supporting life. This planet was rather impersonally designated as Aquila 19D8A-04, and follow-up Federation missions to the Aquila system were planned. 
 
   Further exploration missions by FSS Arahura and TDSCV Heinlein in 2244 and 2248 carried out detailed orbital surveys of Aquila 19D8A-04 as well as many exploratory landings by first robot and then crewed missions. They found a planet with ideal conditions for colonisation - the land masses were mostly in cool to temperate climatic zones, typically covered with rain forests, and natural resources were abundant. With the receipt of the final expedition report, the Federation Colonial Authority, in conjunction with Chakat leaders on Terra, decided that the planet Aquila 19D8A-04 would be colonised as a homeworld for the Chakat race. The star Aquila was renamed to Chakastra (Chakat's Star), and the planet Aquila 19D8A-04 was given the name Chakona. The two Chakonan moons were christened Ka'turna and Cha'turna, named in honor of the creators of the Chakat race. 
 
   In 2257, the colony ships FSS Mumbai, LaTrobe, Amsterdam and Woomera arrived at Chakona with the first wave of settlers, made up of humans, Chakats, and a few other 'morph species. The colonists intended to build their homes and factories in complete harmony with the environment, and to retain as much of the original beauty of the planet as possible, drawing on the experiences of all the previous colonies and the harsh lessons learnt by the people of Earth. Although humans and alien species were welcome, only 'morphs were actively encouraged to immigrate to this new mother land. The initial colony landing was made on the largest continent, and the first settlement Amistad (Spanish for "Friendship") was established. Within a year, the first native-born Chakona colonists were born, and soon settlements spread out under the initial colonisation plan to other continents and what later became the Skunktaur Archipelago. The Chakonan colony at that time was controlled by the Federation Colonisation Authority, and all Chakona-related government activity was directed from the FCA office on Voxxa, the closest Federation world. 
 
   As a result of the Three Firms scandal on Terra in 2223 where the Chakats liberated their genetically-engineered Skunktaur 'cousins' from slavery, after the initial settlement on Chakona the Chakat community leaders on Terra and Chakona extended an invitation to the Skunktaur race to join them. The Skunktaurs accepted, and they settled in a cluster of islands in a moderate climate soon to be known as the Skunktaur Archipelago. This island cluster soon became the planet's productive capital. 
 
   As the number of Chakonan immigrants increased, it became clear that there was a need to tightly enforce the landing and quarantine restrictions intended to protect the Chakonan ecosystem from unrestricted settlement and importation. After many heated debates between the Chakonan colonist representatives, the FCA and Terran Deep Space Command, the Chakona Gateway space-station was eventually constructed between 2293 and 2299 as the primary point of access to Chakona, providing a single controlled point of entry and departure to the Chakonan surface for colonists and visitors. Mining facilities, newly opened on the Chakonan moons Ka'turna and Cha'turna, were used to provide materials for the station, with only limited resources required from Chakona itself. The station was officially opened in 2301 by the Stellar Federation President Mahoumet Jackson and the first Chakonan Prime Minister, Chakat Windstorm. 
 
   Forty years after the initial colonisation, the Chakonan population reached critical mass for self-government. Self-governing autonomy was ceded to the transitional Chakonan Planetary Council in 2298, and full independence was granted to Chakona from direct Federation control in 2301. Immediately upon gaining independence, Chakona joined the Stellar Federation as a full member, from where it continues to lend a voice of reason and diversity to affairs of the Federation. 
 
    
 
   Planetary Cartography
 
    
 
   Chakona is the fourth planet of a ten-world system orbiting Chakastra, a yellow dwarf, type G3 star, RA 19h49m7s D 8°46' (Terra).  Here are all the planets in order with description:
 
    
 
   Pelagica (Aquila 19D8A-01) – Type S Terrestrial planet.
 
   Haribon (Aquila 19D8A-02) – Type S Terrestrial planet.
 
   Bataleur (Aquila 19D8A-03) – Type F Terrestrial planet.  Has four captured asteroids as satellites.
 
   Chakona (Aquila 19D8A-04) – Type L Terrestrial planet. Two moons - Ka'turna, Cha'turna. Only settled world in system.
 
   Dinornis Belt – Asteroids – Many minor planets; largest 213km diameter.
 
   Harpagornis (Aquila 19D8A-05) – Type J super gas giant.  Large ring system; twenty-seven moons ranging from asteroid size to three the size of Ka'turna.
 
   Apteryx Belt – Asteroids – Largest 75km diameter.
 
   Peregrinus (Aquila 19D8A-06) – Type N medium gas giant.
 
   Milvus (Aquila 19D8A-07) – Type N medium gas giant.
 
   Aquila 19D8A-08 – Type S Terrestrial planet.  Not yet officially named.
 
   Aquila 19D8A-09 – Type S Terrestrial planet.  Not yet officially named.
 
   Aquila 19D8A-10 – Type S Terrestrial planet.  Retrograde orbit.  Not yet officially named.
 
    
 
   Editor’s Note: A comparison of standard planetary types between the Chakastran and Terran/Sol systems is as follows:
 
   Type L = Terra / Earth
 
   Type S = Mercury, Pluto
 
   Type J = Jupiter
 
   Type N = Uranus, Neptune
 
   Type F = Venus, Mars
 
    
 
   Ka'turna, the larger Chakonan moon, is about 90% the mass of Terra’s satellite Luna, while the smaller moon, Cha'turna, is about 25% the mass of Luna. Because Cha'turna is in a closer orbit, the two moons are almost the same visual size when observed from the surface of Chakona. 
 
   The presence of two significantly sized moons in orbit around Chakona does present some interesting effects with regard to Chakona's oceans - specifically, tides. Chakona is unique in being the only world in the Federation that has six tidal variations per local day, the highest tides being when Chakastra, Cha'turna and Ka'turna are in alignment once every one hundred and twenty-seven days. 
 
 
   Geography
 
    
 
   Chakona does not have huge continents like Terra. Approximately 79% of the Chakonan surface is covered in water, and the largest land mass is only 83% the size of mainland Australia on Terra. Few of the other island continents overlap the climate zones where deserts would naturally form. Most are covered with rainforests that vary from tropical to cool temperate in type. 
 
   Like most Type-L worlds, Chakona does have quite cold polar regions, including icecaps. However, there are no continental land masses at either pole, which means that the Chakonan ice-caps are made up of floating polar ice, similar to Terra's Arctic Ocean. Some small islands have been detected under the polar ice, but have not yet been explored in detail. 
 
    
 
   Climate
 
    
 
   Being a Type-L planet, Chakona in general has a climate range similar to other planets in its classification such as Terra, Voxxa and Cait. Temperatures in the polar icecap regions can drop as far as -72°C, and temperatures in the equatorial region can rise to 35°C. Most settled areas have an average temperature range between 5°C and 27°C. 
 
   Because the majority of Chakonan land masses are situated out of the planetary tropical regions, many visitors get the impression that Chakona is cooler than other inhabited Type-L worlds. However, it can get quite hot on the few island that do sit in the equatorial regions, though not as severe as some Terran deserts due to the cooling properties of the surrounding sea.
 
    
 
   Ecology & Environment
 
    
 
   The Chakonan atmosphere is similar in makeup to other Type-L planets, being a mixture primarily of nitrogen, carbon dioxide, oxygen and traces of other gases. The proportion of oxygen to carbon dioxide in the Chakonan atmosphere is slightly more biased towards oxygen, due in part to the greater coverage of plant life on the planet. 
 
   The overall makeup of the Chakonan ecology is similar in many respects to Terra, with a wide variety of plant and animal life-forms. Insects, fish, invertebrates, birds, reptiles and mammals are all represented in the Chakonan biosphere, as well as many diverse and unique species of plants. 
 
    
 
   Flora & Fauna
 
    
 
   As a frontier world, new species of plants and animals native to Chakona are being discovered all the time. All Chakonan native animals have varying degrees of protection in place, so it pays to check very carefully before disturbing or handling anything. The latest biological survey information for travellers can be readily obtained at your local Chakonan Information Service office. 
 
   The indigenous plant life on Chakona is mostly made up of rain-forest type vegetation: many deciduous and evergreen trees, orchids, flowers, mosses and grasses. One of the most striking varieties of plant life is the Sunburst plant, similar to a Terran orchid, which has brightly coloured orange, yellow and purple flowers approximately fifteen centimetres across. Unfortunately for collectors, while the plant and associated flower is quite tolerant of different environments and lasts a long time, it is illegal to export any flora or fauna off Chakona without a suitable export permit - which is virtually impossible to obtain for nonscientific purposes. 
 
   The native animal life on Chakona is quite varied and often turns up some surprises, especially the fact that some types of Chakonan reptiles bear a strong resemblance to extinct Terran dinosaurs. The most notable of these is the Chakonan Ichthyosaur, an air breathing oceanic reptile in the seas surrounding the Skunktaur Archipelago. When this species was first discovered, it was thought to be a practical joke, especially as the journal date of discovery unfortunately happened to be April 1 on the old Terran calendar. Eventually, the discovery was confirmed with the delivery of a preserved specimen to the Federation Science Institute, and the existence of this and other similar Chakonan reptile species has generated intense interest in the theories of "parallel evolution". 
 
   Most of the native Chakonan land mammals are similar to Terran marsupials. The largest indigenous Chakonan land animal is the Levi'thn, a forest-dwelling rhino-sized marsupial herbivore. Mild-mannered and easily tamed, it has been used occasionally for simple hauling work when there has been insufficient standard equipment available. 
 
   The largest predator discovered so far on Chakona is the Chakonan scimitar cat, which is found in the northern areas of the Novaya Belarus sub-continent. Weighing over 100kg, the scimitar cat bears a strong resemblance to the Terran lynx except for having two massive canine teeth that have been measured up to 20cm long. This fearsome predator hunts by stealth in its natural habitat of sub-arctic forests, its oversized and thickly padded feet acting as a very effective sound insulator for stalking prey, and its jaws are so powerful, one bite can snap the spine of a creature twice its size. 
 
   The highest developed Chakonan life-form so far discovered, in terms of intelligence and sapience, is the Barclay's Wolf, found in the highlands of the Didwana continent. Looking like a cross between the extinct Terran thylacine and a Terran chimpanzee, the Barclay's Wolf has a brain size roughly two-thirds that of a Voxxan, and rudimentary grasping paws enable it to manipulate objects. However, no tools attributed to being created and used by a Barclay's Wolf have yet been discovered. 
 
   There are no indigenous sapient races on Chakona. 
 
    
 
   Government & Politics
 
    
 
   Chakona is very much a planned world. Before it was discovered, the chakat clans of Earth had met and decided to find a suitable world on which to start a colony that best suited their needs. It was always recognised that the chakats alone did not have sufficient numbers to get the world up to the desired standard quickly enough, but the simplest and most agreeable solution was to invite members of the other morph species. Together, they sponsored a search for a suitable planet, and in the meantime they set about determining how they wanted the new world set up and run. 
 
   The planet is divided into manageable "provinces" which answer only to the planetary government. In turn, the provinces are managed on a local basis by district councils. The "capital" of each province is actually little more than an administrative building located centrally. It doesn't belong to any of the districts, but is supported by them all. Each province has been laid out to maximise its resources without unfairly eclipsing the others. The idea is to provide the highest degree of standard of living with the minimum impact on the environment. Council members are not only the decision makers, but the ones who have the responsibility of seeing that the natural order of things is not unduly disturbed. Each council sends a representative to its "capital" where policy is set for its province, in line with planetary government guidelines. 
 
   The seat of planetary government on Chakona is in the planetary capital, Amistad, on Flinders Continent. The planetary government's purpose is naturally to deal with affairs that impact on the whole world. It controls immigration, taxation (can't get away from that!), customs (they're extremely strict on contraband material and organisms) and other such things that you can presently associated with countries. They're also the watchdogs to make sure that the provinces don't start deviating from the original plans for their society without thorough debate from all representatives. 
 
   The elected leader of Chakona is the Prime Minister and has always been a chakat. Not that another species couldn't be, but due to the high percentage of that species on the world, and the fact that chakats really care for their world, it has always resulted in one of them being chosen. All other species have an equal voice in the government, but have to conform to the rules laid down by the chakats from the first days. No one is allowed to settle on Chakona unless they fully understand these conditions and agree with them. The chakat clans were determined that their world would remain virtually free of the divisiveness and petty bickering of Earth's nations. They have managed to retain a much looser style of controlling things upon Chakona without slipping into anarchy. Their unofficial motto is "Less Governing And More Doing!" 
 
   Politicking is not much done on Chakona. The members of the local councils are chosen at council gathers. If you're an ordinary citizen, you have the right to be heard at the council. If you choose not to attend, then you are regarded as having abstained from that right and have no cause for complaint if something does not go the way that you would have wished. The Councillors in turn choose a Representative for the Provincial council, and of course, the Representatives choose the Prime Minister and other posts. There are no parties as such, although many will ally with others in a cause. Formal parties are not part of the system because they want to avoid political circuses that waste time and resources. 
 
   At all times, it's the will of the people that is most important; not what a political party thinks the people should do. However, the planetary council has the authority to plan new projects and formulate new policies, but these need to be passed down and approved by the lower levels before being ratified. Justices are also appointed at the local level, but skip the intermediate level and go straight to the planetary government level for higher authority. The global council chooses a Chief Justice from those that have shown exceptional capability. As you can tell, the main idea is to minimise the amount of bureaucracy, but don't get the idea that they are lax. Once a policy has been implemented, it is rigidly adhered to. 
 
   Chakona is a full equal member of the Stellar Federation. The same meticulous preparation that enabled their world to be quickly established also enabled them to rapidly put Chakona on the map in terms of resources and technology. 
 
   Since Chakona is a fully independent member of the Stellar Federation, it has all the rights and obligations of such. This involves providing land and facilities for Star Fleet and the Star Corps, but in turn entitles it to the full protection of the military arm of the Federation. Chakats are prized members of both organizations, although fewer go into the strictly military side of Star Fleet because of their pacifistic nature. 
 
    
 
   (The above is reprinted with minor alterations from "An Introduction to Chakats" by Dr Bernard Doove, published by the Chakonan Information Bureau, 2325 (26th ed.)) 
 
    
 
   Economy
 
    
 
   The Chakonan economy is a mixture of capitalism and socialism, in as much as private enterprise is encouraged and supported as the backbone of the economy, while government also has a small but significant place. Again, as with the planetary ecology, the Chakonan government has tried to learn from the past of other worlds and apply a system that encourages clean, sustainable economic growth while providing fairness to all. 
 
   The main Chakonan industries that provide off-system income to the planetary economy are in the areas of mining (on the Chakonan moons and the asteroid belt), pharmaceuticals (using identified products from Chakonan plant species), agriculture and tourism. Also, the areas of the Skunktaur Archipelago settled by the chakat-kin Skunktaurs are a main source of very high quality manufactured goods - with the added bonus that the manufacturing methods employed by the chakat-kin Skunktaurs are non-polluting and environmentally friendly. 
 
   In recent years, as more of Chakona has been opened up, tourism has increased to where it provides approximately 11% of total off-planet earnings. 
 
    
 
   Population & People
 
    
 
   As you might expect from the founding intentions of settlement on Chakona, the genetically engineered (GE) Chakat species is the most populous race, forming around 58% of the Chakonan population. The Skunktaur (Chakat-kin) species is around 17% of the local population, the remainder being various 'morph species and humans (2.2% approx.). 
 
   The population of Chakona is growing at the rate of 5% per standard year, which is due to native births and continued immigration. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Education
 
    
 
   Virtually all of the adult Chakonan population are literate, and have the equivalent of at least a college or university-entrance education. Schooling for Chakonan children is compulsory, and free up to the level of college graduation. Many Chakonans carry on their studies into university, but even those that do not are still considered quite intelligent and knowledgeable compared to equivalent education levels on some other worlds. This is mostly due to the eagerness and inquisitiveness of the majority Chakat population. 
 
   Mention 'education' and 'Chakona' in the same sentence, and most people will think of Dewclaw University, situated five kilometers from Berdoovia on Flinders Continent. This institution is the most famous and prestigious of the universities on Chakona, not only for the calibre of its graduates, but also for the many scientific breakthroughs made under its patronage. As with most universities on Chakona, Dewclaw is funded by a mixture of Chakonan government, Federation, and private sponsorship. 
 
    
 
   Arts
 
    
 
   The local arts on Chakonan are mostly transplanted versions of what the immigrants to this world brought with them, as is typical with most newly-settled colony worlds. In addition, the tasks of getting the basic infrastructure of a developing colony up and going have taken priority since first landing, leaving little time for development of uniquely Chakonan artistry. 
 
   However, this does not mean that Chakona is a cultural wasteland totally void in the artistic side of life, and in recent years there have been some well-acclaimed exhibitions and performances by Chakonan artists, musicians and performers. "Distant Suns" and "Name is Ozymandias", paintings produced by the well-known artist Chakat Sandfur, have gained critical acclaim from the Federation arts community, and the Chakat trio The Nando Singers perform on regular tours of Terra and Voxxa, their songs proving popular in the music charts. 
 
    
 
   Society & Conduct
 
    
 
   As the majority of Chakonan citizens are Chakats, it is the Chakat cultural values that are dominant on this planet. This does not mean however that other cultures are actively suppressed, as tolerance and respect for others are an integral part of the Chakonan colonist culture. 
 
   It is a fact of life on Chakona that the majority of settlers and citizens are hermaphrodites - the Chakats themselves and the chakat-kin Skunktaurs. This may come as a shock to off-worlders who are unfamiliar with either of these species, and while Chakats have become resigned to being the subject of some curiosity, it is not polite to dwell too much on this when dealing with Chakonan citizens. Remember, while Chakats and Skunktaurs may be a curiosity to you, you are most likely not the same to them, and it can be quite tiring and insulting for them to be dealt with as if they were freaks of nature. 
 
   Because of the affectionate, sensual and friendly nature of the majority Chakat population on Chakona, many visitors mistakenly get the impression that it is quite okay to expect to jump into bed with a Chakat at any opportunity. In fact, while Chakats are generally friendly, well-natured and admittedly promiscuous, this does not necessarily mean that they engage in sex for sex's sake with just anybody. Consequently, anyone coming to Chakona expecting to leap into a planetary-sized brothel will be severely disappointed, not to mention becoming extremely unpopular. 
 
   Do's and Don'ts 
 
            Do be polite and courteous - a smile and a friendly attitude go a long way! 
 
            Don't refer to Chakats as "it" or other neuter terms - Chakats are referred to as Shi (or Sie, both pronounced Shay), or the possessive form Hir (pronounced like the German word Herr). 
 
            Don't refer to Skunktaurs as "it" or other neuter terms – Cyclic herms such as Skunktaurs are referred to as Hy (or Hie, both pronounced like the English word He), Hym or the possessive form Hys (pronounced like the English word His). 
 
            Do remember that Chakona was primarily intended as a homeworld for non-human species, and expect some differences in standards and amenity configuration based on that fact. 
 
            Do take the time to get to know the locals. Friendships can be easily made and last a long time. 
 
            Don't stare or point at Chakats or Skunktaurs, and don't discuss their sexuality with them unless they invite you to. After all, how would you feel to have your sexuality and bedroom habits the subject of public interest? 
 
            Do feel free to give Chakat service staff a friendly hug in lieu of a tip for good service - tipping isn't generally practiced on Chakona due to the good wages paid to service people. 
 
            Don't mistake the friendly and affectionate nature of Chakats as an open invitation for sex, and don't assume every chakat who takes an interest in you wants to bed you. Chakats may be promiscuous, but they are also discriminating, just like other races. 
 
            Do keep an open mind, and refrain from judgmental comments about Chakonan society until you have spent some reasonable time on-planet, as you would anywhere else. 
 
 
   Religion
 
    
 
   Freedom of religion is guaranteed under the Chakona Articles of Colonisation, however the mostly chakat population do not have any organised religion whatsoever. What local faiths exist are off-world imports by settlers from Terra and other Federation worlds, and it is relatively easy to find a suitable place of worship if one wishes. 
 
   Active public proselytizing (attempting to gain converts for one's faith), while not illegal, is strongly discouraged and is generally thought of as being extremely rude. This is not an attempt to stifle religious freedom, but is designed to ensure social harmony, religious battles having been identified as a divisive rather than unifying social factor by Chakonans. 
 
    
 
   Language
 
    
 
   Federation Standard (Terranglo) is the official language of Chakona, although many dialects imported from Terra and her colonies also exist. There is no native Chakonan language - which is somewhat of a hot topic among Chakonan academic circles, some feeling that an indigenous language for the Chakat race would assist in the species’ cultural development. Others feel that such a language would have no real benefit to Chakona, and merely fragment communication further. 
 
   Translation facilities for non-Standard speakers are available in the main centers, and to a limited extent in remote areas. Those visitors not fluent in Standard are strongly recommended to undergo language instruction or invest in personal translator technology between their own language and Standard prior to their planetfall on Chakona.
 
    
 
   Facts for the Visitor
 
    
 
   Highlights
 
    
 
   Giving visitor highlights for an entire planet can be rather daunting, and new attractions are being discovered and/or developed all the time. This section gives you a brief look at the two most popular areas for visitors to Chakona. 
 
   Skunktaur Archipelago 
 
   As the name suggests, the Skunktaur Archipelago is primarily inhabited by, not Chakats, but their chakat-kin cousins the Skunktaurs. Skunktaurs now mostly originate from Chakona, having left Earth behind them. The fourth generation of Skunktaurs is now growing up peacefully in the Archipelago. 
 
   The islands themselves have a moderate climate, and a large coral reef stretches the length of the northern border of the Archipelago. This reef, known as the Crimson Reef, is possibly one of the finest natural attractions on Chakona, being a haven for many native marine plants and animals including giant ammonites and the Chakonan squid. Many exciting diving opportunities exist for visitors, and guided tours of the reef and outlying islands can be arranged from Curtisport on the main island of Mephitis. In addition, if you wish you can have one of the many uninhabited islands to yourself for a few days, as a boat can land you and sufficient supplies on any desired approved island for a reasonable cost. 
 
   It's not only the varied wildlife and the chance to play "Robinson Crusoe" that makes the Archipelago worth a visit. Many quality goods and local crafts are made there, and in the cities of Curtisport and New Bletchley you can find some quite good bargains in the shops and markets there. Because Skunktaurs pride themselves on their handwork, if you buy a product made on the Archipelago it comes with a lifetime guarantee you'd never need to use anyway. Skunktaurs make sound products. 
 
   Also worth a look, and something that is not something you would normally expect to be a visitor attraction, is to have a guided tour of a Skunktaur manufacturing plant. The Archipelago is the planet's productive capital and leading developer of new, safe and environmentally clean methods of production. Yes, this does sound like something only the most introverted person might have an interest in on a holiday, but Skunktaur factories are unique in that every worker uses telekinesis to move, manipulate and assemble parts in construction - eliminating the need for conveyor belts and other means of heavy-transport that harms the ecology. Seeing a group of Skunktaurs move a five-ton component by sheer mental power alone, and guide it into position with millimeter tolerances, is something quite amazing. 
 
   Flinders Continent 
 
   Dorado National Park, in the vicinity of Berdoovia on Flinders Continent, is an area of outstanding natural beauty that contains many fine nature walks and trails. This park is named after the leader of the initial planetary survey team that initially mapped that area, and was created in recognition of preserving the area's native ecology and beauty. In size, it is roughly the same as the island of Java in Indonesia on Terra, and consists mostly of densely-forested hills and mountains, with large rivers producing spectacular waterfalls. 
 
   Perhaps one of the most interesting parts of Dewclaw University in Berdoovia is the activities relating to the Mileva Memorial Hyperspatial Observatory. The Deep Space Hyperspatial Anomaly Detector associated with the observatory is located in an orbit far beyond the outermost planet of the system, on the fringes of the Oort cloud. (This positioning is to minimize signal contamination from interstellar traffic and communications centered around Chakona; also so that the Array's delicate sensors are not perturbed by the gravitation attraction of planets, asteroids, or other large bodies.) The Array itself is fully automated and has no crew accommodations. The sensor array is the largest of its type ever built: three times the radiated power of the Razagal Observatory on Voxxa and double the resolving power. The Array's power core puts out enough energy to run four Changi-class heavy cruisers. 
 
   The control and downlink center for the array is located in the College of Astrophysics complex of Dewclaw University. The control and data-processing centers are open for touring during normal business hours. The scale model of the Array in the reception area is quite impressive, and well worth a look. 
 
    
 
   Tourist Offices
 
    
 
   All the main cities on Chakona have tourist information offices operated by the Chakonan Ministry of Tourism. There is also an office on Chakona Gateway that may be of use by inbound passengers. 
 
    
 
   Chakonan Tourist Information Centre (Head Office) 
2079 Clarke Drive 
Central Plaza 
Amistad 
Flinders Continent 
 
    
 
   As well as the government-run information centres, every town of reasonable size has their own information office, staffed by locals. These can be very helpful to travellers, in many cases giving you a better insight into local attractions than some of the more official agencies. 
 
   All Chakonan embassies off-planet have a Tourist Information section, which carries out the same functions. 
 
    
 
   Visas and Documentation
 
    
 
   All non-Chakonan visitors to Chakona require a interstellar passport, as well as entry visas from their planet of origin, regardless of species. Visas can be obtained through the local Chakonan Embassy on your planet. 
 
   Because of the distance of Chakona from most Stellar Federation worlds, a minimum tourist visa of 60 standard days is required. This will generally cost around FCS1100 per person. Longer tourist visas are available. It is not permitted to work while on Chakona with a tourist visa. 
 
   If you wish to work on Chakona for the duration of your stay, a special visa process is required, more akin to an immigration process. Don't be put off by this, as generally most applications are accepted due to the worker shortage. This is simply a matter of the Chakonan authorities making sure that potential workers are able to integrate successfully with the unique Chakonan society. 
 
    
 
   Embassies
 
    
 
   The following planetary and governmental ambassadorial services have offices on Chakona, as well as consulate offices on the Chakonan Gateway station: 
 
    
 
   Stellar Federation Diplomatic Service (all non-listed Federation-affiliated worlds)  
Level 7, Sanborn Building  
2134 Clarke Drive  
Central Plaza  
Amistad  
Flinders Continent
 
    
 
   Terran Embassy (all United Nations members)  
Level 5, Sanborn Building  
2134 Clarke Drive  
Central Plaza  
Amistad  
Flinders Continent 
 
    
 
   Caitian Embassy  
Level 3, Grosvenor House  
62 Toorak Road  
Central Plaza  
Amistad  
Flinders Continent
 
    
 
   Voxxan Embassy  
Level 2, Grosvenor House  
62 Toorak Road  
Central Plaza  
Amistad  
Flinders Continent  
  
 
   Embassy of the Rakshan Alliance  
Chakonan Press Club Building  
22 Bradbury Street (off Turner Park)  
Amistad  
Flinders Continent
 
    
 
   Consulate of the Holy Christian Kingdom of North America, Terra  
Apartment 23-C  
146-148 Gaffney Avenue  
New Bletchley  
Skunktaur Archipelago 
 
    
 
   Customs
 
    
 
   All arrivals at Chakona Gateway Station will be required to fill out a custom's declaration before going on-planet. This covers inbound goods, biological controls and personal belongings. Pharmaceutical drugs are also strongly controlled. 
 
   If you wish to carry personal recreational drugs to Chakona, here is a word of advice: forget it. The Gateway Customs inspection is very thorough, you will be detected, and "personal use" recreational drugs are as illegal on Chakona as if you were carrying them for sale. If you are lucky, you will merely be marched back onto your transport for immediate deportation by two very angry chakat officers, and be barred from returning to Chakona for five standard years. True drug traffickers can expect life imprisonment. 
 
   Personal erotic materials however, in contrast to some worlds, are not generally controlled materials - the only exceptions being involving underage and/or non consenting sentient beings as per the Stellar Federation Charter, to which Chakona is a signatory. Possession of that kind of material may have you finding yourself ejected out of an airlock sans space suit. Definitely something to be avoided. 
 
   Chakona has the strictest quarantine and immigration controls in the Federation. They have no intention of repeating past mistakes made elsewhere in the Stellar Federation. However, Chakona is not a closed world, just strongly protected from foreign diseases, pests, drugs and other undesirables. 
 
    
 
   Money
 
    
 
   As Chakona is a full member of the Stellar Federation, the Federation Credit System (FCS) is used throughout all Chakonan regions and territories, and this is the only legal tender used. Limited bureau de change facilities in the major centers and Chakona Gateway station for non-Federation currencies are available. 
 
   Due to the delays inherent in interstellar financial transactions, it is a good idea to ensure you have sufficient Federation credits with you for at least half of your intended trip. All major Chakonan cities have interstellar financial offices, mostly run by Thomas Cook, Voxxa Smartcash or StellarEX.
 
    
 
   Communications
 
    
 
            Interstellar – Chakona has full interstellar communications for civilian use through FEDSTELNET, linking Chakona with the rest of the Stellar Federation. Communications to non-federation worlds can be made, but a surcharge of FCS50 per hour is charged for this service. Prepaid cards for use in public communication facilities are available at most shopping centers in settled areas.
 
            Chakastra System – Currently, the only other populated parts in the Chakastra System are the Chakonan moons of Cha'turna and Ka'turna. As a result, communications inside the Chakastra system are limited to scientific and industrial uses, as well as the usual "ship-to-shore" facilities. As these areas in the Chakastra system are not exactly open for tourists, this will be unlikely to be a problem for most visitors.
 
            Chakona – All Chakonan cities, towns and villages have excellent communication facilities for a reasonable price, and public terminals are well signposted. Personal comm units outside the main areas, unless designed to work with CommStar planetary networks, will be patchy. Remember that Chakona, despite initial appearances, is still quite a frontier world, and the infrastructure you may be used to on Terra and Voxxa is still not in place in all areas yet.
 
    
 
   Information Services
 
    
 
   Chakona News Network (CNN) is the major news service on Chakona, being present on the information networks and broadcast on the local TV and radio bands. Many other private information services are springing up as well in response to local demand. 
 
    
 
   Calendar and Time
 
    
 
   Chakona uses the standard Stellar Federation calendar and time references for interplanetary affairs. Universal Standard Time is practiced on Chakona, so a time and date are the same no matter where you are on the planet. 
 
   The Chakonan day is about 9% longer than the Terran day. It is divided into twenty "hours" which is further divided into 100 "minutes". The Chakonan year is 385.1004 days long and is divided into 48 eight-day weeks. There are no months. Local dates are expressed as the nth day of week # of year # since first landing. e.g. 7/36/108. 
 
   The leftover day at for each year is called Year's End and is a public holiday. Once every ten years, there's an extra holiday tacked on called New Decade for the Chakonan Leap Year. 
 
   A time & date app for converting between Terran Universal Standard and Chakonan calendars is supplied with your welcome kit. Convertors for other planets are available upon request.
 
    
 
   Chakonan Public Holidays: 
 
   Week 1, Day 1 – First Landing. As the name implies, this is a holiday that marks the first landing on Chakona in 2257. Re-enactments of the event are held in the Central Plaza of Amistad every year. 
 
   Week 2, Day 7 – Freedom Celebration. This is a celebration and a day of thanksgiving by the Skunktaurs for their liberation from Three Firms slavery in 2223. Although a planet-wide holiday, the celebrations are especially joyful in the Skunktaur Archipelago, particularly in Curtisport and New Bletchley. Street parties and other public events make this a very colourful and exciting holiday. 
 
   Week 5, Day 7 – Federation Day. This holiday marks the day in 2301 when Chakona became a full member of the Stellar Federation in its own right, having achieved self-governing independence four years previously in 2298. All Chakonan cities and towns hold public events and ceremonies that mark this day, and in the capital Amistad the Prime Minister makes an annual address to the people. 
 
   Week 21, Day 6 – Remembrance Day. This is a day where all Chakonan citizens honour those who have died in the service of Chakona and the Stellar Federation, remembering both casualties during the initial planetary exploration and settlement and those who have been killed in Federation service. 
 
   Week 26, Day 7 – Mother's Day. While many worlds have a day to respect motherhood, Chakona is probably the only world where an actual public holiday is declared in honour of them. This is because of the very high esteem that motherhood is held by Chakats. This is an occasion where all Chakonan families of all races celebrate and honour their parents in general, and mothers in particular. 
 
   Week 32, Day 4 – Nogudreassun. This holiday is nominally a day to honour the last Voxxan governor-general of Chakona during the initial colonisation years, but since Chakonan independence this holiday is used as another excuse for relaxation and merrymaking. 
 
   Week 40, Day 1 – Longtail Day. A "respect for the aged" day, this is similar to Mother's Day, where families honour their senior citizens. The name of the holiday comes from the term used by Chakats for their elders. 
 
   Day 385 – Year's End. This day marks the end of the Chakonan calendar, and is celebrated in much the same way as the Terran Christmas, with gift-giving and family gatherings. This celebration is extended by an extra day (day 386) every ten years for New Decade. 
 
    
 
   Health
 
    
 
   Due to its aggressive medical quarantine processes, coupled with the pre-colonisation microbiological survey, there are no known indigenous diseases or viri on Chakona that require protective inoculation for visitors. However, if you come from planets with known communicable diseases (such as Terra), you will be required to provide a medical certificate of health prior to travelling to Chakona. 
 
   While there are some poisonous animals and plants on Chakona, most of these are not present in the main population centers. Because of Chakona's frontier status, the list of harmful plants and animals is continually being updated, so it is wise to refer to the latest guide ("Chakonan Biological Survey Summary Update for Citizens and Visitors", cost FCS 25) before exploring in the forests and jungle areas. 
 
   As always, non-biological ailments such as frostbite, exposure, heatstroke and dehydration are applicable. Take appropriate precautions based upon your planned activities. 
 
    
 
   Dangers and Annoyances
 
    
 
   There are very little worries or concerns on Chakona from Chakonan citizens for visiting tourists. In fact, you may be more of a danger to the local population than vice-versa - particularly if you are not used to being around large numbers of alien species. Humans, for example, are definitely in the minority on Chakona. 
 
   Crime is not a significant problem on Chakona, the majority of citizens are quite honest, and if something does get lost chances are it will have been handed in to the local police office for claiming by the owner. However, it would be wrong to say there is absolutely no crime, and it is recommended that you take simple security precautions such as securing valuables and keeping a close watch of personal effects such as comm devices, wallets, purses and access cards. 
 
   One worrying annoyance that has surfaced on Chakona in the last couple of years has been "Humans First!" radical species-superiority groups. Quite what these groups - whose stated aims are to assert pure-human control over Terra and the Stellar Federation, relegating those who are not human to second-class status - are doing travelling to a world which was purposely set up as a homeworld for non-human races is unclear. However, there have been recorded incidents of violence and intimidation by humans towards alien races such as Voxxans and GE-species such as Chakats, Foxtaurs and Skunktaurs, so it is possible that these groups are simply looking for trouble and stirring up chaos in a target-rich environment. If you see, or are caught up in one of these incidents, advise the Chakonan authorities as soon as possible. 
 
   Visiting tourists in the northern Novaya Belarus sub-continent should take care when exploring wilderness areas outside of the main towns and settlements, as some of the wildlife in this region can be extremely dangerous. Of particular concern is the Chakonan scimitar cat, which has been known to prey upon unaccompanied and unprotected cubs and children - and even unwary Chakat, Skunktaur and humanoid adults can fall victim to this native predator. Take heed of any warning signs and local recommended safety areas and protection when travelling. 
 
    
 
   Legal Matters
 
    
 
   The Chakonan police and judicial system are generally well-run and efficient, with virtually no corruption in the law enforcement branches of government. There are no specific laws enforced on Chakona that are not already enforced by other Federation worlds, so there is little danger of falling afoul of the local judiciary unless you do something really stupid. The only regulations that are more strictly enforced on Chakona than elsewhere are those relating to customs and biosecurity (to protect the Chakonan environment), and racial / species harmony (to avoid disruptive confrontation). 
 
   If by some chance you commit an offence and wind up being detained for trial, finding a lawyer in time of need may be a problem. Because priority is given for immigrants and native-born citizens for more practical professions needed on a frontier world, delays in obtaining legal representation is often due to the simple lack of trained legal workers, not because of any totalitarian aspects of the Chakonan legal system. If in doubt, contact the nearest Embassy or consulate of your home government for assistance. 
 
    
 
   Getting There and Away
 
    
 
   
  
 

Terra
 
    
 
   OneWorld (Aerospace) operates a bi-weekly direct service from Terra (Luna Spaceport and ISS) to Chakona Gateway. The trip takes approximately twelve standard days, and Economy fares start at about FCS122,500 for a share-twin berth. 
 
   Star Alliance operates a weekly codeshare service with E'Llana Spacelines from Terra ISS to Chakona Gateway via Voxxa. Economy fares are about FCS190,700 for a share-twin berth, but if you book a side trip to Voxxa as part of your holiday package this can be more economical than paying the fares for each individual leg of your journey. The trip duration is eight standard days to Voxxa, and five more to Chakona. 
 
    
 
   Voxxa
 
    
 
   As Voxxa is the closest Federation planetary system of significance to Chakona, it is the most popular departure point to the Chakastran system. 
 
   E'Llana Spacelines runs a three-times-a-week service from Voxxa to Chakona Gateway that takes around five standard days (this is the same service that the Star Alliance service from Terra links with). A share-twin Economy berth fare is about FCS72,250. 
 
   MHD Charters operates a weekly service for FCS69,300 (share-twin Economy berth) that takes five standard days. This is one of the budget services that have recently sprung up for the tourist trade, but their booking system at the time of writing has been experiencing problems. As always, it pays to reconfirm your travel 72 hours prior to departure, and have all your customs papers for Chakona up to requirements. 
 
    
 
   Cait
 
    
 
   There are no direct commercial services to Chakona Gateway from Cait. The best routing is either via Terra, or Raksha and Voxxa (the latter somewhat longer, but more frequent). Economy share-twin berths from Cait to Chakona are between FCS207,320 and FCS253,126 depending upon the route taken and the Cait high-travel season. 
 
    
 
   Departure Taxes
 
    
 
   All departing passengers from Chakona will be required to pay FCS150 departure tax at Chakona Gateway Station prior to onward embarkation. This fee is intended to cover the ongoing maintenance and support of the Chakonan immigration facilities, including Chakona Gateway itself. 
 
   Some travel agents include the departure tax in the cost of your return ticket. If so, it is very important to have the appropriate tag placed in your ticket card, else you will be liable to pay the charge yourself when you depart. Use the "Prepaid Tax" lane in the departure area, and swipe your ticket card in the slot provided. 
 
    
 
   Warning!
 
   Information in this section is subject to change - please contact your travel agent or local Chakonan Tourist Office for the latest details. 
 
    
 
   Getting Around
 
    
 
   Space-to-Surface
 
    
 
   The Chakonan government operates all the orbital shuttle services between Chakona Gateway Station and the major centres of Amistad, Esperanta, Haliaeetus, Eucla City, Port Kepler and New Bletchley. Descent to the planet surface is in the vicinity of twenty-five to thirty standard minutes. The fare for the shuttle is usually included in your ticket to Chakona - it pays to confirm this at the time of booking as the shuttle services can be quite heavily utilised when major spaceliners dock at Gateway. 
 
   Return trips from Chakonan cities to Gateway Station are possible, but not recommended for sightseers, as there is very little to do on Gateway itself if you're not heading off anywhere else (like out of the Chakastra system).
 
    
 
   Suborbital
 
    
 
   Hypersonic transports travelling in suborbital trajectories link the main centers on each of the main Chakonan continents. Fares are in the order of FCS15,000 for a one-way journey, and the travel time is usually around ninety standard minutes. This is probably not an option for the budget traveller. 
 
    
 
   Air
 
    
 
   Air transport services between Chakonan main centers are quite frequent, and around the same prices as for other comparable worlds. The longest "great circle" air journey between two Chakonan centers is between New Bletchley and Esperanta, which takes around 29 hours including stopovers. 
 
   The major airlines on Chakona are Air Kington, CFAS (Chakonan Freight Air Systems), Sunburst and Mephit Belle Air (the latter primarily servicing the Skunktaur Archipelago), and all the airlines listed also operate feeder services between minor centers and some of the more important islands. If you're feeling flush and carry a current atmospheric vehicle license (Class D or better), it is possible to charter aircraft from CFAS so you can do your own exploration. 
 
    
 
   Bus
 
    
 
   Buses are probably the most economical way of getting around by land on Chakona (except hitchhiking). The environmentally-friendly fuel-cell/electric buses are run on a regular schedule across all inhabited Chakonan continents and islands, and are clean and comfortable. All the bus services are run by private operators, and you can make bookings for transport and timetable enquiries at the bus company office or from any travel agent. 
 
   One thing that many visitors will notice is that upon first boarding of a Chakonan bus is there appears to be virtually no seats fitted for passengers! This is not in fact the case, as seats will readily fold out for bipedal passengers as required. This is simply due to the fact that 'taurforms (particularly Chakats and Skunktaurs) are the main customers of the bus services, and fixed conventionally-fitted seats would be highly impractical for these comparatively bulky species. However for bipedal visitors, this arrangement does mean that if the bus is relatively empty your bags and equipment can be carried with you in the bus rather than in the baggage compartment. 
 
    
 
   Rail
 
    
 
   High speed rail services link Amistad with the major centers on Flinders Continent, and rail systems are in the process of being built on some of the other more populated Chakonan continents. These rail networks are all electric, and fast - the average speed on the Amistad line to Berdoovia is around 300kph. Prices are fairly reasonable, albeit more expensive than buses, but on the other hand rail is cheaper than air or hypersonic travel. Tickets may be pre-booked, or purchased from a travel agent on the day of travel. 
 
   A tourist rail pass giving you unlimited use of the Chakonan rail network over ten days is available for around FCS120, but it's only really of value if you're planning on spending that time in Flinders Continent as that is where the majority of the passenger rail network is. 
 
    
 
   Personal Transporter
 
    
 
   At the present time, the use of personal matter transporter systems is mostly limited to Chakonan government services such as emergency services, and to Stellar Federation Starfleet personnel. However, expansion of the required support network is currently under way, and civilian transporter systems are expected to be generally available within the next few years. 
 
   Of course, beaming yourself from one place to another, while convenient, rather defeats the purpose of much sightseeing, and you'll most certainly miss out on a lot of scenery and experiences that you otherwise would have had by travelling more conventionally. 
 
    
 
   Hitching
 
    
 
   Free or random hitchhiking is not permitted on Chakona unless under exceptional circumstances. However, the Chakonan government has instituted a secure managed form of hitchhiking for budget-conscious travellers that combines the best aspects of hitchhiking and scheduled services, which has received favourable comments from recent travellers. 
 
   Under the HitchReg system, rest and refreshment stops which provide cheap facilities for truckers, ordinary motorists and backpackers are placed at strategic points across the Chakonan surface transport network, and each stop contains an office where people can register for hitchhiking (or offering rides) to another transport node. The office displays the available rides and destinations for you to choose from, and once you make your selection the office registers your details and the driver's details for security purposes before your departure. Both you and your driver together are required to check in at the other end of your journey, thus ensuring that both parties complete the journey safely and satisfactorily. 
 
   All things considered, this is a win-win arrangement for all parties involved. The driver wins as he/she/shi is eligible for discounts or other incentives in return for offering a ride, and the hitchhikers win as the service is efficient, safe and secure. The tourist industry also wins as more visitors are able to see more and afford to stay longer on Chakona under this system. In fact, the Chakonan government has been approached by other governments interested in implementing a similar arrangement on their own worlds. 
 
    
 
   Boat
 
    
 
   Boat travel is pretty much a given for those wishing to explore off the main continents, especially around the smaller islands of the Skunktaur Archipelago. Many owner-operators run regular services and charters through the islands. 
 
   Intercontinental ship traffic on the other hand, doesn't really exist on Chakona apart from specialized lifting services, and the largest Chakonan surface ship currently in service displaces a mere 16,000 standard tons (for comparison, the average 20th century Terran container ship displacement was in the order of 35,000 standard tons). This is mostly due to the fact that transportation of bulk cargoes by suborbital freighter or air is quicker and more economical than utilising general-purpose deep-water craft. As a result, travelling by ship to a given island cluster or between continents is not really practical for the casual visitor, and air travel is recommended instead. 
 
    
 
   Walking
 
    
 
   It is possible to have a walking holiday on Chakona, and if you are able to spend the time, it is well worth doing. Especially recommended are some of the smaller equatorial islands or in the Skunktaur Archipelago, which contain many fine forests and beaches. Many roadside tracks and bush tracks exist, and the local tourist office can furnish you with up-to-date maps as well as information on local places to see (and unsafe areas to avoid). 
 
   It is recommended that tourists intending to go on a walking tour utilise the HitchReg system between major centers, as this way if you are overdue to your destination the authorities will have an idea as to where to start searching for you. 
 
    
 
   Tours 
 
    
 
   There are presently few organised guided holiday tours to or around Chakona, however this is changing as Chakona's popularity with visitors and tourists increases. The most prominent tour operator, Thomas Cook Holidays, has several tours available ranging from sailing trips around the Skunktaur Archipelago to excursions through national parks and wilderness areas. There is also talk of an operator running scenic flights to Ka'turna and Cha'turna in the near future, however at this time no initial schedules have been announced. 
 
   All the tour operators on Chakona operate environmentally-friendly vehicles, especially their buses. All tour buses are fitted with air-conditioning, toilet facilities, and are multi-species capable. 
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   Sapient Races in the Chakat Universe
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   This is basically a list of the sapient species of the Chakat Universe. Although there are a few more than those listed so far, I have either not written about them, found the need to describe them, or have them “discovered” yet.
 
    
Each species has a brief description of what they most resemble, NOT what they actually are, plus their most significant achievements.
 
    
 
        Caitians:    Felinoids – savannah-type cats. Native to the planet Cait (Terranglo version of Kà'iît which translates roughly to "Sunfilled Land"), a generally hot and dry world. Males and females have the same full-grown average weight and height (digitigrade stance), which is about 150cm (~4' 11"). Females have very thick long hair, while the males' hair grows into a lion-like mane as he matures. Females always wear their wear long, and rarely bound due to their cultural beliefs. Their tufted tails are thick and strong, and are used for balance and as a prop while they are standing stationary. Their hands and feet only have four digits each. They have very short fingers and tend to use their claws for fine manipulation. For the full details on this species, please read Caitian Confidential.  (Note: This description applies to Caitians in the Chakat Universe. The author makes no claims of relevance to the Star Trek® Universe.)
 
    
 
        Voxxans:    Vulpinoids – almost indistinguishable from Terran plantigrade foxmorphs, but with more fur colours and patterns. Native to the planet Voxxa. Extremely similar to Terran Western culture, they have often been referred to as 'humans in fox suits'. Slightly ahead in several technological areas when first encountered, especially warp drives, but have since been matched. They were a star-faring culture long before Terrans discovered warp drive, and had colonised many worlds before encountering the Terran species.
 
    
 
        Rakshani:    Felinoids – jungle cats with tiger-like patterning, but coming in many different colours than tigers, and with some very different stripes not at all like tigers. Native to the planet Raksha. Full grown height (digitigrade stance) ranges between 213cm (7 feet) and 234cm (7' 8"). Most female Rakshani have head hair, but not all, whereas the males never do. Their very long and thick tails are not only used for balance, but as powerful club-like weapons. It is thought that the Rakshani evolved to pounce on large prey and entangle the legs with the tail, then use the bony knob on the end to stun or even kill it. The thick fur protects the tail and disguises the knobbed end. Males and females grow to the same average height, but the males are more heavily muscled and stronger than the females, while the females are more flexible and agile than the males. They are an agressive but honourable species, extremely protective of children due to the high mortality rate. Adult females tend to be exceptionally busty, even by Terran standards; this is due to the vastly different structure that evolved to cope with constantly breeding to replace the children that die young. Whereas human (and thus morph) breasts are roughly 10% muscle and 90% fatty tissue, a Rakshani female's breasts consists of a sac surrounded by muscle and covered with a protective layer of fatty tissue. The sac acts more like an udder to store milk, while the muscle not only supports the breasts but, when feeding a cub, also squeezes the sac to express milk from the nipple. Cubs do not suckle – the mother squirts the milk into her child's muzzle. Millenia of constant feeding has led to females evolving to constantly produce milk after they give birth for the first time, and if the milk is not used, it must be expelled to prevent overfilling the sacs, which causes great pain. The milk can be put to many uses, but the females tend to drink it to regain the nutrients lost to the milk. The layer of protective fatty tissue tends to give the breasts a shape that is very similar to well-endowed Terran species. The same need to constantly breed has also evolved non-pregnant females to have a strong reproductive imperative during their heats, which requires them to seek sexual relief from their mates. However, with the growth of civilisation and an improvement in the child mortality rates, the need to allay that need without producing more unwanted children resulted in the development of the Danzhouken – infertile males skilled at giving pleasurable and satiating sexual intercourse. The penises of Rakshani males resemble that of humans except for a series of ridges below the head. The penis resides in a sheath, but they do not have scrotums. (In fact no Rakshan species has a scrotum because evolution took a different route on that world.)
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   Rakshani often take military and command roles, but are also skilled educators. They are a very passionate species, and have a strongly militaristic society, comparable to Star Trek's® Klingons in many ways, but unlike them they strongly value other things besides warriors. They especially value their experienced and wise elders, and their 'Houses' are usually named after particularly honored members. Relationships between males and females start off by either one trying to beat the other at some skill, or greatly impress them in some way. Idle boasting is always ineffectual, and Terran-style pick-up lines leave them cold. There is no gender bias as to who tries to impress whom. Due to the high mortality rate, it became common tradition to not give a child a formal name until his or her second birthday. Family loyalty is always to their House, and many families can be part of those Houses. Both males and females can marry into another House. Many Rakshani can be found in Star Fleet (not as many in the Star Corps), and they frequently end up on front-line battleships of various kinds. Extremely sneaky strategists. Nearly went to war with the Stellar Federation before negotiations through Caitian and chakat diplomats forged an alliance. Their engineering tends to be unsophisticated, but extremely durable. The Rakshani have only one religion – they worship their Deities. The reason that they only have one religion is because their Deities are in fact an elder race that have evolved beyond the physical, but still make their presence known by frequently doing many otherwise impossible things. With that sort of undeniable presence, there was never any doubt about their existence, and whether they answered the prayers of the Rakshani. The only differences between the various Rakshani cultures is in the way they worship the Deities. The Fertility Festival is one of the most famous (or perhaps infamous) ones.
 
    
 
        Merraki:    Reptiloids – The Merraki look like metre tall bipedal lizards or dinosaurs, with attractive smooth iridescent scales. Although they have some dangerous teeth, they are omnivores. They are egg-layers, and all their young hatch as females. They remain female until they mate and produce a clutch of eggs. Laying the eggs triggers the change from female to male, and by the time the eggs hatch, they've already changed from fairly female-looking to androgynous-male, and then continuing on further to a fairly burly male specimen. They remain male for the rest of their lives. Native to the planet Kantorg (commonest of the names given to the planet by the various Merraki nations). Skilled engineers and gadget-makers supreme.  (Note: The Merraki gender change is the idea of J.L. Atwood.)
 
    
 
        Kalen-toth:    Lemuroids. Agriculture and trading. Rather insular and not often seen off their homeworld, Lartanu-rith. Much of their extraterrestrial affairs are done through the Renzar.
 
    
 
        Renzar:    Ursinoids. Native to the planet Grom. Powerfully built species who are frequently utilised in heavy labour or security fields. However, they made their name at being canny but fair merchants, both at home and in interplanetary dealings.
 
    
 
        Faleshkarti:    Bipedal Fennec Foxes. Native to Namath. Hermaphrodite species noted for its disinterest in any other species and their enormous proclivity for breeding. The average members of this species stand about 140cm (4ft 7in) tall and vaguely resemble fennec foxes, although their fur colour varies considerably. Adults are quite buxom and clothing is cut to emphasise this as much as any Terran female. Their general shape is blatantly female and is only altered by the presence of a penile bulge. They don’t have a sheath so much as an extension of the folds of the labia to form a pocket for the flaccid penis. 
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   Their testes are internal and do not show. A codpiece is as common a fashion item as halters and bras on their world, but genetalia and breasts may be proudly openly displayed as often as they are covered up or enhanced. As adults, Faleshkarti are obsessed with sex, and vary from modest intelligence at best, to moronic as they get older. Their children are extremely intelligent though, and are responsible for all the governing and scientific advances once they begin their careers around the age of 12 (Terran years). However, when sexual maturity hits them, it’s very abrupt and irresistible, and an essential hormone that is exchanged during their first sexual intercourse destroys their capacity for higher level reasoning, and continues to erode it every time they have sex, unless they are already pregnant, in which case another hormone cancels out that effect.  Pregnant Faleshkarti retain their current level of intelligence until they give birth, and are the supervisors of the more stupid ones.  They try to get pregnant again as soon as possible for this reason, but while their sex drive remains at full strength, their fertility isn’t at its peak until a few weeks after giving birth, so they steadily lose intelligence until they are no longer smart enough to be supervisors.  They are assigned progressively less responsible jobs as their abilities decline.  The obsession with sex and pregnancy tends to burn them out young in comparison to the other sapient races.  This is a blessing in disguise because their constant breeding has resulted in a massive overpopulation problem, and only their early deaths has averted a catastrophic failure of their ability to sustain their civilisation thus far.  
 
   (More can be learned about this race in my book “Other Trails Taken”, episode 39.)
 
    
 
        Humans:    Native to Earth (Terra). Almost hairless bipedal mammalian species. Noted for their wide adaptability, and their unique achievement in uplifting many non-sapient species to human-like (anthropomorphic) form, providing dozens of intelligent species from just one planet.
 
    
 
        Morphs:    Native to Earth (Terra), but many regard Chakona as their new home world. Anthropomorphic versions of a large number of mammalian species that were uplifted to human intelligence and now share Earth equally by law, if not always in fact. No avian or reptillian species were raised to morph status.
 
    
 
        Stariionae:    Essentially living starships. They live their lives in space, but can 'land' on the surface of planets. Attitudes towards 'muck-dwellers' ranges from indifferent to hostile. Average adult dimensions:
 
   Length:  72.00 meters (nose to tail) 
 
   Span:  44.50 meters (wingtip to wingtip) 
 
   Height:  13.75 meters (keel to rudder tip) 
 
   Mass:  420 tons
 
    
 
        Arborians:    Badger-taur species discovered on Arboria. Nocturnal underground dwellers.  Presumed extinct.
 
   
  
 


Most of the living species, except the Kalen-toth and Faleshkarti, are regular visitors to the other worlds in the Federation, and the Rakshani are fairly aggressive colonisers. They met the humans when both sought to claim a new world. Fortunately, negotiation with Caitian and chakat diplomats made them allies rather than enemies. Humans are the great exploring species, partnered with all the morph species that they created, including Chakats, who are in their element exploring new worlds.  The Faleshkarti are currently sending out envoys to learn more about the Federation in order to decide their place within it.
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   General information about the Caitian race of the Chakat Universe. 
 
   (Note: This description applies to Caitians in the Chakat Universe. The author makes no claims of relevance to the Star Trek® Universe.) 
 
   In the year 2135, the first sapient alien race that Terran explorers encountered were the felinoid species native to the planet Cait (Terranglo version of Kà'iît which translates roughly to "Sunfilled Land"), whom they crossed paths with when exploring a new star system. A generally hot and dry world, they evolved on the savannahs and, like humans, they spread to fill many ecological niches, but are still most commonly found in their original habitat. They resemble a cross between biped housecats and lions, with a large variety of fur colours, but no spots or stripes. At most they have two tones. Males and females have the same average full-grown height (digitigrade stance), which is about 147cm (~4' 10"), ranging between 140cm (4' 7") and 158cm (5' 2") at the tallest. Females have very thick long hair, while the males' hair grows even thicker and around the neck into a lion-like mane as he matures. Females always wear their wear long, and rarely bound due to their cultural beliefs. Their tufted tails are thick and strong, and are used for balance and as a prop while they are standing stationary. Their hands and feet only have four digits each. They have very short fingers and tend to use their claws for fine manipulation. Although mammalian, females tend not to be busty – a B-cup being average, and a medium C-cup being very generously endowed. They never grow any bigger, with the exception of the rare medical anomaly. Both sexes have lean builds, but the males have a higher muscle to fatty-tissue ratio, so although males and females have about the same average weight, the males are stronger. They are capable of incredible feats of leaping – up to twice their own height from a standing start. Although they strongly resemble Terran feline morphs, they are not genetically compatible with them.
 
   Female births greatly outnumber male births – about 9 in 11 – and the common family unit consists of one male and his Rrurwanz (a 'harem' or 'pride'). The number of female co-mates can number up to six by Caitian tradition, although few actually achieve that high status. Because of the low number of available males, they evolved a tradition of mating mostly into other tribes for genetic diversity, and later when their civilisation developed, the practice became to move into other towns. Potential mates are chosen on the basis of six traditional Aspects or Virtues. These are Intelligence, Strength, Love, Fertility, Courage, and Wisdom. The Firstwife is always considered to have the Aspect of Intelligence, for she is expected to make an informed choice of a previously unmated and untested male. The other Aspects are acquired in any order. It is the 'Firstwife' who is the head of the household, not the male, and it is her duty and honour to find suitable mates for her husband in order to increase their family status. They are a very social species in general, and they enjoy a lot of physical intimacy. However, unlike humans and other Terran species, females are only rarely interested in sex outside of their oestrus. Males usually have their sexual urges triggered by the females' heats, and are able to perform as much as required in those circumstances. However, to ensure the sexual compatibility of new mates, they evolved the practice of a pre-mating night where the potential new mate and the male spend the night in physical intimacy, often with the Firstwife in attendance, to judge their ability to arouse and be aroused by their partner outside of oestrus, as well as being emotionally comfortable with them. Mating is for life, and it is considered best to find out if they are compatible before committing themselves. The males are regarded as the Mediators, and their duty is to maintain the family's well-being and harmony. Finally, when it comes down to two females trying to win the position of Firstwife, remember that it's also the Aspect of Intelligence. They must find a way to convince the male that they are the superior candidate for the position - that they can do more for the family than the other candidate. In the case of a death amongst the Pride, if the male dies, the females may choose to stay together, and if they do, will usually seek another male in order to regain social status. This isn't easy, although if there are just 3 for example, and the prospective male also has 3, then it's mutually advantageous to mate into one group with the ideal number of 6 wives. However, if they choose to break up, they risk losing a lot of status, but they have a better chance of re-mating. If a female dies, it is acceptable to find another to fulfil that Aspect, and it would usually be filled by one who has lost her male, as above. Social status is a very big part of any mating, and vacancies will usually be filled as soon as possible. Of course not all males attract six wives. Just in Terran society, there are undesirables. 
 
   There is no particular order to who bears a child, with the exception of the female who takes the Aspect of Fertility. She is expected to produce her first child within a Caitian year of the mating ceremony. Female children do not inherit their mothers' Aspect; each is judged on her own personality. In the absence of any particular instructions to the contrary, the first-born male will inherit the family home. However, not all the possessions - those are shared amongst the females who bring those to prospective mates, somewhat like a dowry but more for contributing to the mating rather than a bride-price. This is to give him a head-start on attracting his first mate. If there is more than one son in the family, they will typically share until their respective families become too big, at which time the younger must leave and find his own place.
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   Because of their origins in very warm climates, Caitian clothing is generally based on loose robes that are not too hot, and allow cooling air to circulate. In cooler climates, and places like Federation starships which have an average controlled environment that is cooler than they prefer, they will usually choose warmer, form-fitting clothes. Many of their cities are still based on the old walled-city designs that kept out predators and buffered them against dust storms. Because they only have eight fingers, they evolved a numbering system of base 8, which tends to cause a bit of confusion when dealing with the rest of the Federation which uses base 10. Caitian physical sciences were very advanced when they were first encountered in a stellar system that both they and Terrans coincidentally started exploring it at the same time, but their medical sciences lagged behind a little, though. Their language is considered to be the most complex and difficult to master of all the sapient species in the Federation. However, they have no difficulty mastering Terranglo, and nowadays most Caitians are bilingual at least. They specialise in diplomacy, command, communications, and advanced technology. They have a tradition describes as the politician-scholar. They understand charisma, but have significantly less respect for those who seek authority without having thoroughly studied the appropriate subjects in addition to a more well-rounded education. This also reinforces their tendency to excel at diplomacy and command. The capital city of their world government is Kt'trr'nass, and it has a high concentration of non-Caitian species working and living there.
 
   Although there are variations on dogma, there is a universal belief in a female supreme being who has no name because she existed before anything, including the need for names. She is referred to simply as the Goddess. She is said to have given birth to all of life, and she created males so that her children could give birth to their own offspring. Caitians believe in the First Pride, the first six females and the first male, who have been elevated to demigod status. They are:
 
   Traiash, the male, who stands for Mediation, and is the focus of a harmonious Pride. Females pray to him so that he may send them a good mate.
 
   Mentarkan, who stands for Intelligence. She was the first to approach Traiash. Priestesses of her normally marry couples. If no priestess is available, the Firstwife of any pride can have the honor to do that.
 
   Virdoana, who stands for Strength. She protected the first couple with her strength, and earned her place as Secondwife. Those who have this Aspect are often soldiers or police.
 
   Nashar, who stands for Love. Because of her beauty of both mind and body, she won the heart of Traiash who made her Thirdwife. Prides who have love-trouble in and outside the bed seek her priestesses out for counselling.
 
   Caitours, who stands for Fertility. Although she was only Fourthwife, she was the first to give Traiash a child, and is considered to be the mother of all the Caitian people, and they pray to her for safe pregnancies and successful childbirth. In a Pride whoever has this Aspect traditionally acts as a midwife for birthings.
 
   Ariz, who stands for Courage. She asked Mentarkan if she could be the Fifthwife of Traiash at a time when the First Pride were enduring great hardship.
 
   Raftir, who stands for wisdom. She knew that the Pride wouldn´t be complete without a Sixthwife and approached the Firstwife to discuss with her why she would be needed as a final mate.
 
   Adult Caitians who marry into a Pride and get an Aspect, usually have to learn differrent things in old times which they learned from the pristesses where they lived. Nowadays there are classes they can attend.Males are required to learn time management.
 
   Intelligence females should learn to listen and foresee needs, and plan for the future.
 
   Strength females should learn at least one combat discipline and tactics.
 
   Love females should learn pleasuring techniques, for both in the bedroom and outside of it.
Fertility females should learn medical techniques and midwifery.
 
   Courage females should learn team mangement. They have to tell the others if something is amiss in the Pride and normally are obliged to impart bad news.
Wisdom females should learn to mentor others. They tend to be the teachers for the cubs.
 
   The "holy" texts are often used as good night stories for cubs to teach them all the kindness that the Firsts had for each other and that they learn why the aspects are so important. They mark them off on their fingers, and when the cubs inevitably ask what the eighth finger is for, they are informed that it's for the children, of course!
 
   Their version of global competition equivalent to the Terran Olympics is Garrn'tesskrr – "The Great Challenge". Open to both males and females (with both sexes competing against each other within most events, unless there is a very valid reason not to), these are an old way to "show off" for participants from groups other than your own. Traditional wear is scant, little more than a long strip of fabric wrapped like a loincloth called the Nariss, although particularly busty females can "strap themselves down" with a second. Simple hooded cloaks provided protection from the sun between events. In addition to more obvious physical contests (running, weapon use, feats of agility and strength, team sports, etc.), there were the evening contests of a more intellectual nature. These might include lengthy memorization, quizzes on science, mythology/literature, or history, and even mental puzzles.
 
   The most popular Caitian authors (at least among other Caitians) are considered politician-scholars and are (or were) actively involved in politics. It's not uncommon for a seated official (elected or appointed) to publish during their time in office. Most are just articles, but the most honoured produce actual books. A few even create literature – fiction – and garner acclaim not only on Cait but on other worlds as well. One thing that (more insular) Caitians have trouble grasping is the idea of the professional speech-writer. While they do have such people, for them it's unthinkable for the speaker to not be involved in the writing.
 
   A "back to the soil" group who, in Terranglo, are called the "Savannahs," are a group espousing old, semi-nomadic (and not always accurate) traditions. For the most part they're considered quaint eccentrics who'd rather live in tents with no running water. Some compare them with today's Amish or Mennonites. They do have a few radical groups, though, that try to cause disruptions in city services to "prove that they're unreliable."
 
   Homosexuality – Caitians enjoy physical intimacy. However, if the females step beyond that into sex exclusively with other females, it is regarded as a violation of the principle of Aspects of Marriage. Oddly enough, actual non-exclusive sex between females is not frowned upon, and may happen between co-mates within a normal family. (Incidentally, that is why M'Lai can have therapeutic sex with her herm co-mates with no moral repercussions.) So, bisexual female Caitians will normally have no problems, but full lesbians would not be able to gain a male mate to "legitimise" their relationship. Homosexual males would have bigger problems because there isn't a provision for a second male in the family even if they're bisexual. So what is the upshot of all this? Well, in the current time frame, laws against this have been relegated to the past. However that's only half the problem. Marrying into a family increases one's status. Mating with their own sex decreases their status. There a lot of social and career repercussions to this, and because its a cultural thing, it cannot be simply legislated away. Many homosexual male Caitians have found a satisfactory alternative in Terran morph partners, usually living on Earth or Chakona to avoid the social complications.
 
   The largest community of Caitians outside of their homeworld can be found in the township of Harrn'tuk'harr on the Flinders Continent of Chakona, on the coast north of the Amistad spaceport.  This community was not established as a normal colony but specifically for Caitians who wanted to create a new society that was not bound by the old traditions.  The translation of the town’s name means Golden Destiny, and there you will find Caitians openly in lesbian and homosexual relationships, monogamous matings, and inter-species relationships, all without the negative social repercussions of their home world.  The community is still relatively young and feeling its way socially, but new traditions are slowly being established, especially some needed to deal with the fact that they still breed females disproportionately.  For example, homosexual males are asked to be sperm donors for the benefit of unmated or lesbian couples.  This is not compulsory, but there are incentives given to those that can do so.  Terran gene-tech intervention is also available to those who can afford it to guarantee male children, or for inter-species couples who want children.  This community alone accounts for a huge proportion of the Terran-alien hybrids in the Federation.
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   When you think of taurs, it’s hard not to think of the chakat species, but before they came on the scene, there were several other taur species created. The commonest and best known of these is the foxtaur.
 
   When someone mentions foxtaurs, it’s hard not to picture the Red Fox variety, but in fact there several sub-species, including the Grey, Arctic, Fennec, Black, Silver, and Golden. The Red Foxtaur is the commonest and most adaptable, but the other breeds excel in their ideal habitats, such as the Fennec Foxtaur in hot deserts, and the Arctic in polar regions. The Red Foxtaur was the first to be created though, so I will focus on them for the moment.
 
   Despite the fact that a natural Red Fox is only a small creature, the foxtaur version is anything but small. The average height of both males and females is about 168cm – about five and a half feet tall – with the usual variation within the species. The fur pattern, while basically sticking to that of the Red Fox, has a bit of variety in its hues, enough for them to be identifiable by sight alone. Both genders have thick, luxurious fur and large, bushy tails, but only the females have human-like head hair. Males may have a ruff of fur on their heads, but nothing that ever needs cutting. The Red Foxtaur is built for walking, running, and carrying heavy loads. They have excellent hearing, and a very good sense of smell. Females are frequently quite busty, although this is not universal.
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   The other breeds of foxtaur have much in common with the Red Foxtaur, but with adaptations that make them stand out in different areas. The Black Foxtaur is very similar to the Red, but has far superior night vision. A Black can see well with the absolute minimum of illumination. However, they are rarely seen out in daylight without sunglasses as normal sunlight is too strong for them. The Grey Foxtaur is 2/3 the size of the Red, and has paws with retractable claws and wrists that can swivel for climbing. The Fennec Foxtaur is the smallest foxtaur at half the size of the Red, and is adapted to hot, arid environments, the Arctic Foxtaur to polar climates, and the Silver fits in between the ideal ranges of the Red and the Arctic. The Golden Foxtaur is a variation on the Red with some improvements thrown in. They were designed to eliminate the flaws in the current foxtaurs, and add desirable features to the gene pool. Unlike all the other breeds, the Golden vixens have two pair of breasts. This was not an intended feature, but an unauthorised addition to the genome that was put in by one of the genetic engineers with a breast fetish. All breeds of foxtaur can interbreed with each other, but because the Golden Foxtaur has hyper-dominant genetic traits, all children of a mixed mating between a Golden and any other breed will always result in a gold-furred children whose females have four breasts.
 
   Social Aspects
 
   Although there are variations, the commonest grouping of foxtaurs is a clan which claims a semi-independent territory within the Terran World Government controlled lands. These territories are usually former national parks or wilderness reserves, and the foxtaurs both exploit and protect the resources within them. They like to maintain a closeness to nature with a minimum usage of technology, and they maintain a culture of hunters, herders, farmers and artisans that makes each clan basically self-sufficient.
 
   The family unit usually consists of one tod and several vixens, although monogamy is not unknown, and lesbianism amongst the vixens is high. The reason for this imbalance is simple – female births outnumber male births nearly 4 to 1. To deal with this imbalance, the foxtaurs have evolved a society that has let the vixens share the males with a minimum of friction, but has also left the males in a rather submissive role. The tods are frequently not allowed to take on dangerous jobs such as Hunters, and from their eighteenth birthday and every five years after that, they are required to present themselves for a week for breeding purposes to any vixen who makes a claim on them. This is known as “The Obligation”. Tods are required to give their best sexual performance for the vixen for a night, but if any child is conceived, the vixen cannot claim support from the sire. Conversely, the sire can offer support if he wishes, but this may or may not be accepted by the mother.
 
   Outside of the Obligation, a tod can have a fairly normal family lifestyle with his denmates. Foxtaurs are extremely social creatures, and a family tends to do everything together, including communal sleeping arrangements. Private rooms are usually only utilised to store personal possessions, study in peace, special moments of intimacy, and other occasional needs. Sexual intercourse is usually practised in front of all the family, and the young kits learn about sex in this manner, usually with one of the tod’s mates explaining details while another is making love with him.
 
   While being free and easy with sexual aspects, the foxtaurs are nevertheless very straight-laced about many other things, particularly with regards to other species. They have the full range of human failings too. They can be quite friendly though, as long as you don’t tread on their cultural practices and don’t hang around too long and wear out your welcome. Foxtaurs rather puzzlingly have the greatest amount of attraction to humans than almost any other taur or morph. Only the clan elders know the true reasons behind this phenomenon.
 
   History
 
   Everybody knows that the various foxtaur breeds were created after the Gene Wars to take care of the remaining wilderness areas, or rehabilitate war-ravaged national parks and such. In fact though, this is a myth, or in brutal truth, it’s a huge lie created to hide a true origin of which the foxtaurs are ashamed – they were created to be war beasts.
 
   They were not the first taurs to be created for this purpose. The very first taur species was the wolftaur. They were fast, strong, and fierce fighters. They were also too independent to control, and frequently would not work with humans. Almost all the wolftaurs eventually deserted and formed nomadic packs that were fiercely independent of all others. The genetic engineers had to start again from scratch. Although they had a very successful body form that was suitable for heavy ground troops, the psyche of the next taurform had to be fine-tuned to work well with their creators. A few species were considered, but the fox was the eventual choice, although other teams worked on other species such as the cat. By this time though, knowledge of the wolftaurs had leaked out to the opposing sides and they too started work on taurs, thus resulting in the diverse range of taurs that can be found today. However, the foxtaurs had a big head start due to the groundwork having already been laid by the research done on the wolftaurs. What the gene engineers had to concentrate on was making them work well with humans. To this end they focused on making the foxtaurs and humans mutually attractive to each other.
 
   Foxes are already very attractive creatures, and the scientists enhanced the human qualities of the taur version. The vixens were given long silky hair, large, firm breasts, bigger, bushier tails, and their genitalia modified to look human-like rather than animal-like. The tods were given a strong masculine look, and their penis, although still sheathed, was made to look very human-like, eliminating the canine “knot” at the same time. Both sexes still had their gentailia between the hind legs though. Psychologically they were made to find humans as attractive as foxtaurs, and were easily triggered by human pheromones. They were intended to be partnered with humans who found the foxtaurs attractive, and bind them together with psychological and sexual bonds. This plan worked perfectly. As most of the human soldiers were male, and because the authorities wanted the foxtaurs to breed naturally as much as possible to supplement the gene labs' output, they biased the reproductive system to birth far more females than males. The vixens were also given a very intense oestrus which encouraged procreation. Because pregnant foxtaurs could still work effectively up until shortly before childbirth, this would not unduly impose upon the number that could be put out in the field. The tods were held back in safer, supportive roles though, which led to the modern tradition of the vixens dominating the hunter profession. Additionally they were all given an affinity for their homeland that was intended to maintain their loyalty to their nation.
 
   The numbers of the foxtaurs soon reached their optimum and were ready to be released from training to go out into the field. Then the Gene Wars abruptly ended and the foxtaurs never saw serious active duty. When the Great Reconstruction began, the foxtaur leaders questioned where they fitted in as former war-beasts. Eventually they worked out a deal that they would be given the national parks and other wilderness areas as their territory, so long as they worked to protect and rehabilitate it on behalf on the newly formed Terran World Government. Some foxtaurs chose to stay in the cities with their human partners, but most had their human partners come with them. The leaders of the various newly-formed clans recognised that the attraction to humans would continue, and so they instigated a policy of partial isolation in the hopes of minimising interaction between the species. Their children were never told about their parents’ genesis, and a mythical origin was woven, and cultural practices instigated to support the lies. Eventually the last of the human partners died off, and only the elders knew the truth about their origin which they passed on to their successors.
 
   Today, the effects of that breeding program can still be seen. The gender imbalance remains, although most people believe wrongly that it was due to a miscalculation rather than a deliberate trait. They still find humans inexplicably sexually attractive, although their cultural upbringing tends to make them resist that attraction. Tods still tend to be socially repressed. The first oestrus of vixens is usually excessively strong and can lead to illness if not satiated. The homeland affinity was botched and resulted in what is known today as TAS – Territorial Attachment Syndrome – which severely limits the ability to travel by many adult foxtaurs, although this could be allayed or completely prevented by frequent travel outside of their home territory during the critical period when it starts setting in. While few people ever mention psionic Talents in association with foxtaurs, they do all have a very specific form of Empathy. (You didn't think the Turners developed that out of thin air, did you?) Like many new things, this empathic nature was an unexpected development that stemmed from the incomplete understanding of genetics at the time. In other words, it was an accident. (Skunktaur Talents anyone?) In trying to give their new creations a mindset that made them very attuned to their homelands, the genetic engineers unwittingly put into place the seeds of TAS. Because the very first generation of foxtaurs was bred straight out of the gene construct facilities, they never got the chance to have this trait manifest itself. However, when the first of the natural-born foxtaurs kits were growing up, they had this subtle empathy giving them an affinity for their home territory. However, it's the final stage of the maturing process (around the age of 19-20) that locks the affinity into full-blown Territorial Attachment. If the foxtaur succumbs to TAS, its strength can vary. Some can barely stray from their territory for an hour before needing to return. Others could go for a couple of days. In either case, it cannot be resisted. TAS is however treatable, although not completely curable.
 
   
  
 

General Facts
 
   Foxtaur naming convention – Although there is no universal naming convention, by far the commonest one has the males' names ending with a consonsonant or hard sound, such as Garrek, Janner, Harran, or Karten; while the females' names end with a vowel or soft sound, such as Jenisu, Fleura, Lissaro, or Jaleth. Names for newborns may either be unique creations, derived from ancient languages, or constructed from the names of the parents or honoured relatives. For example: Katlee is the daughter of Kathka and Leeonder.
 
   Head hair – No male foxtaur has human-type head hair. At most, they have a ruff of fur. By contrast, almost all foxtaur vixens have head hair, and it's almost never cut short. This is a foxtaur convention that never changes between the species for some reason known only to themselves. It is speculated though that it is part of the basic sexual appeal of long-haired females to males, and because there is such competiton for the males, it is something that always remains. Oddly, that also seems to apply between the lesbian vixens.
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   Festivals – The foxtaur clans are justifiably famous for their festivals used to celebrate various events, such as the Harvest Festival, Winter Solstice Festival, Midsummer Festival, Sports Festival, Music Festival… in fact they frequently have a festival for just about any good reason because of their general exuberance for life.  Bands of foxtaur musicians make a living travelling between the various clans and playing at the festivals.  Food, fun, and frivolity are to be expected at any of them, and many are open to non-foxtaur visitors also.  One important aspect of the festivals is the influx of foxtaurs from other clans, bringing with them fresh genes into the population.  Festival Babies are an expected and desirable consequence of the many one-night stands on such occasions.  Some of those however become long-term relationships as many vixens find a mate in this manner.
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   Access to foxtaur territories – Many of the foxtaur territories are former national park areas. The foxtaurs have been ceded control of these areas in exchange for maintaining them in as near pristine condition as possible given the current circumstances. Therefore there are very few sealed roads, a handful of emergency access tracks, and a lot of bushwalking tracks and hunter trails. The roads are not usually located where passing through is necessary or advantageous. Non-foxtaurs who want to visit these territories are welcome to drive (or walk on the main path) into the village that controls that particular territory and apply for a pass. This is little different from the way park rangers control some areas even today, but the pass may be denied for various reasons. If denied a pass, the person is required to leave the territory promptly, or be forcibly ejected. A person doesn't need a pass if visiting someone in the village just for that day. People can be declared 'persona non grata' and may never come back to that territory. Violations are treated in accordance with their severity.
 
   The success of the foxtaur species, combined with later innovations, many of them from the chakat species, led to the creation of several new breeds specifically for needs of the modern space age.  These came to be known as the Stellar Foxtaurs, and they are the subject of the next section.
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   The Stellar Foxtaurs
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   The newest breeds in the Chakat Universe.
 
    
 
   A Brief History of the Stellar Foxtaurs
 
   The newest species to be introduced to the Stellar Federation is actually a revamping of an older and very successful one – the Foxtaur. Foxtaurs have been the hereditary caretakers and rangers of the National Parks and Wilderness Preserves for many decades, and they have fulfilled that role with minimum technology and maximum environmental preservation. This made them the ideal candidates for the role of pioneers on newly opened worlds being developed by the Star Corps. However, one factor that made the Foxtaurs such a great success – their close affinity for the land – was also their failing. They are so closely bonded to their home territory that few will ever leave it, which meant that there were far too few for a settlement program. A more recent species – the Chakats – were excellent and hardy explorers, naturally equipped to deal with many climates and conditions, but they had never been intended for long-term pioneering settlement (although that option was open to them if they wished). The Star Corps still wanted a species that could fulfil that role, so their only recourse was to approach the Institute of New Generation Genetics with the goal of producing a new species suited for this purpose.
 
   Because creating a new species in this era is no longer something that can be done at a whim, the Star Corps consulted closely with the elders of both the Foxtaur and Chakat clans when designing them. The Chakats were particularly sensitive on the issue of freedom of destiny, ensuring that the INGG wasn’t simply going to breed willing puppets. Eventually a satisfactory design was agreed upon and work was begun. The basic design would still be a Foxtaur, taking the best traits of the species and improving upon them. They also learned from the knowledge gained in creating the Chakat species, imbuing the new creations with several of their superior traits such as their very high tolerance to almost all toxins, their ability to regenerate injuries and replace limbs, plus enhanced senses. While they felt that the new Foxtaurs did not require other Chakat features such as the prehensile tail or handpaws on the forelegs (with one exception), there was one trait that proved to be a surprisingly great success – their dual gender. It was decided that the new Foxtaurs would also be hermaphrodites, thus ensuring that populations could be rapidly established. In order to maximise the terrains that could be explored efficiently, they established seven breeds of what they came to name the Stellar Foxtaurs (or Stellars for short). These breeds are the Forest, Desert, Marine, Mountain, Veldt, Polar, and Space, the names being an accurate indication of the climates and conditions they were best suited for.
 
   The first cubs were born around late 2289. Raising the new creations was handled by a combined team of Foxtaurs and Chakats, each species teaching them what they needed to know about their combined heritage. The Foxtaurs showed the wonders of nature and the skills of working with minimal technology, while the Chakats taught them herm social values, useful high technology and the spirit of adventure. Every Stellar kit had the benefit of several loving foster parents and a thorough education that guided them without forcing them into any particular field. Upon maturity, the Stellars were then given the choice of following a pioneering career or remaining on Earth to pursue other life-paths. The Star Corps was pleased to have an average uptake of 92% across the entire program, and the first of the new planets to be pioneered by them was soon opened up. They soon proved to be an enormous success, but because the breeding program was now officially concluded, the Star Corps had to wait for new candidates to be bred naturally. Fortunately, the Stellar Foxtaurs were quite diligent in doing so! Each breed of Stellar can interbreed with any other, but in order to prevent dilution or drifting of their special features, a genetic lock ensures that the child is always the same breed as the mother. They are also capable of interbreeding with other Foxtaurs and Chakats, but the resulting children are always Stellars in the first case, and always the species of the mother in the second case. However, Chakat cubs can gain extra traits from Stellar sires.
 
   The Stellars that did not go on pioneering programs ended up forming a couple of combined colonies in quiet corners of the continents. For the most part they usually like to be left alone, although they still use their special skills to do work for the World Government. Occasionally they are seen amongst normal populations but because they are so rare, they are seldom recognised as being anything but unusual-looking foxtaurs.
 
    
 
   A Review of the Breeds.
 
   What follows is a description of each of the seven breeds of Stellar Foxtaurs, plus an example of each character.
 
   Mountain Breed (Mountaineers)
 
   The strongest and most hardy of all the Stellar Foxtaurs, the Mountain breed is rarely found outside of the rocky hillsides and mountain ranges that are their territory. Not only are they suited to the rugged landscapes, but have traits such as a superior sense of balance for negotiating dangerous environments such as are found at high altitudes. Their strength and stamina enable them to travel and work in areas that would exhaust many other species. Their fur is dense and fairly water-resistant, keeping them warm and dry in both cold and wet environments. Fur colour starts with a base coat of white which ranges from the muzzle, throat, arms, breasts, bellies and down the legs, with dark brown “gloves”, “boots”, half the tail, ears and face. The back of the neck, shoulders, upper & lower backs have a graduated colouring from dark grey through brown to a reddish shade which then blends with the white fur. The pattern of the latter varies between individuals and makes them fairly easy to tell apart. The short dense headfur can be any of the above-mentioned colours. Typical eye colour is amber.
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   The Mountain foxtaurs make their homes in natural caves, dens carved out of mountainsides, or dwellings made from stone. Subdued colours are typical of their villages, but they show more enthusiasm for other cultural aspects such as singing. In fact they are quite enthusiastic singers, often doing so while working, and more organised sing-alongs and choirs liven up the hillsides with regularity. Fortunately they have good voices and are quite pleasant to listen to. They tend to have a rough but good-natured sense of humour.
 
   This breed was developed to take advantage of resources found in mountainous areas. Many of them are professional geologists and miners who are looking for precious metals and unique gemstones. Strata was the first to discover the eternally glowing starstones that have become the latest fad in Federation jewellery shops. Rare and unreproduceable, they have become the status stone of the era, affordable only by the moderately wealthy.
 
   Strata is a mining engineer by trade, and makes a comfortable living by finding the starstones and selling them to traders who market them off-world. Shi is unmated and probably will remain so due to hir lifestyle choice. Although shi loves hir mountain home, shi dreams of leaving it to seek a new start elsewhere, and perhaps the mate of hir dreams. 
 
   Forest Breed (Foresters)
 
   The Forest breed is perhaps the most attractive of the Stellar Foxtaurs with their contrasting fur colours. They all have a medium grey fur starting on their heads, down the back of the neck, spreading over the shoulder and down the arms, across both backs and down the legs and tail. They have “gloves” and “boots” of soft grey, off-white fur that also covers the muzzle, cheeks, throat, chest, and upper & lower bellies. Dark grey muzzle markings and tail stripe. What makes them so attractive though is the bright red fur that borders the medium grey and off-white fur. The fur is fairly waterproof, which is a big asset in the rainforests. They also have the longest headfur of all the Stellar Foxtaurs, long enough to actually call hair, although it still never grows any longer than a thick mop. Hair and ear colours vary between individuals and may be any of the above-mentioned colours, plus a true white and several other shades of grey. The hair and face patterns are the major method of telling them apart. Typical eye colour is bright green.
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   The Forest breed is the second–smallest of the Stellars, to make it easier to weave through dense growth. Their forelimbs and all paws have been modified for climbing, and they are almost as good at it as a feline. They have an excellent sense of balance, and spend large amounts of time in trees, either looking for prey or fruits, working, or living in one of their arboreal villages. Depending on the type of forest, dwellings can vary from mostly on the ground to mostly in the trees. They have a strong affinity for all living things in the forest, and prefer a mostly vegetarian diet, although not obsessive about it.
 
   Umbra is a spectacular redhead. Young and vivacious, shi could have hir choice of many possible companions, but has fallen in love with a visiting trader, Savannah, a Veldt breed. Shi is a gatherer for the tribe, but does animal biological studies for the Star Corps.
 
    
 
   Veldt Breed (Veldters)
 
    
 
   The Veldt breed is characterised by its lean and leggy looks, in some ways resembling the Terran Maned Wolf. Adapted to their ideal environment of grasslands and plains, they are capable of both endurance running and bursts of great speed, and they are the swiftest of the Stellar Foxtaur breeds. They are also the tallest, averaging between 178cm (~5’10”) and 183cm (~6’0”). Their fur is of average length and thickness. The base colour ranges from a deep red to medium orange, with cream or white fur on the chin, throat, and tailtip, but not on their chest or belly. “Gloves” and “socks” of fur range from black to dark brown. Headfur may be of any of the above-mentioned colours, but never grows longer than a thick mop. Their ears are exceptionally large and sensitive. Not only can they easily hear prey or predators hidden in the thick grass of the plains, but they can communicate by sound readily over large distances. Typical eye colour is brown.
 
   The Veldt clans are nomadic, following the herds that are a major source of food and raw materials, such as hides. Additionally, in keeping with their main purpose for being on a frontier world, they study the herdbeasts and other species that interact with them, assessing their environment and the possible impact of settlers on their lands. However they also do have some permanent settlements established near important resources, small farms, and bases of operations for Star Corps related purposes.
 
   The Veldt foxtaurs are quite flamboyant, with family banners and pennants flown over every dwelling or tent, plus many others purely for decoration. When they choose to wear clothing, it tends to be ornate and colourful rather than practical.
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   Savannah – or just “Vanna” to hir friends – works as a trader for a living. With hir specially designed cart yoked to hir, shi transports luxury goods and region-specific items between the various clans and the main port, paid either in barter or Fedcreds (Federation Credits). These goods usually fall outside classification as necessary items that would be transported by the limited shuttle service available to all the clans. Shi is also one of the world’s few “posties”, delivering parcels and mail that can’t be sent by electronic means. Hir duties to the Star Corps though are as a trained biologist specialising in plantlife. On hir travels, shi makes frequent stops and side trips to collect specimens and samples, and to check on long-term field experiments. Shi’s also a chocoholic!
 
   Savannah is about thirty Terran years old, and is mated to Willow who has borne them their one kit so far, and is currently pregnant with their second. Vanna intends to get pregnant also, but at a time when travelling won’t interfere, which Willow claims might mean never despite Vanna’s protestations otherwise.
 
   Vanna has a pet Pennantail - a bird with two very long tailfeathers – that shi named Tweet. Raised from an egg that was rescued from a nest-raiding predator, the bird has imprinted on Vanna and refuses to leave hir despite the foxtaur’s travels to various unpleasant climates. Vanna has grown to enjoy having a travelling companion who is the perfect listener, and shi has made it a special birdcage that keeps out the worst of the weather, but the bird travels on hir shoulder at most other times. 
 
   Polar Breed (Polari)
 
   The Polar breed of Stellar Foxtaur is immediately recognisable by its luxuriantly thick fur, which is capable of insulating them from the worst of cold conditions. Because of it, they are capable of sleeping quite comfortably in a snowbank, although their trademark hooded fur capes make them even more flexible in their choice of conditions. They are the only breed whose fur permanently covers their nipples, for obvious reasons. Special convoluted air passageways pre-warm air as it’s breathed in, preventing damage from freezing cold air and ice crystals. A special third eyelid helps protect each eye from the cold and, because it is tinted, stops snow glare from causing blindness. Adaptations to the circulatory system minimises heat loss from the extremities. They are perfectly at home in Arctic conditions.
 
   Fur colour depends on the season, with temperature triggering the change. During the cold seasons, their fur is primarily white, with some black markings varying from such as tipped ears, tail, paws and hands. During the warm seasons, the black spreads in random fashion to cover about half the body, and makes very good camouflage. They don’t really have head-hair, but extra thick fur all around is almost a short mane. The ears are short, thick, and heavily furred to minimise heat loss. They put on extra layers of insulating fat that tends to give them a zaftig appearance and, in combination with the thick fur, makes them look more buxom than they actually are. Their paws are broader than any other Stellar Foxtaur for better footing in snow. Typical eye colour is bright blue.
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   Polari are migratory, and have two or three semi-permanent settlements set up to use depending on the season. They primarily eat meat during the cold seasons, but find a rich variety of plant foodstuffs during the growing seasons. Ice fishing is also very common.
 
   Tundra is unusual in having pure white fur during the cold season, and far less black than average during the warmer months. Hir obligation to the clan is as a hunter. Although shi is a very capable hunter on hir own, shi usually works in a hunting pack of three or four to increase the likelihood of a good hunt. Hir Star Corps related work is very different as shi’s a climatologist. Shi is currently unmated, although shi has two or three frequent bed companions. 
 
   Marine Breed (Mariners)
 
   The Marine breed have a very otterish look, which is hardly surprising because they have many of the same features as sea otters. They have a very dense coat that is waterproof for both insulation and buoyancy. The colour of the fur is a reddish brown almost everywhere except for a cream-coloured area from the muzzle, down the throat, between the breasts and down the belly as far as the forelegs. It never goes onto the lower belly. The tail is frequently tipped with cream also. They have no headfur other than the same fur that covers the rest of their bodies that are more streamlined for swimming, including the smallest ears of all the Stellar breeds. Their forelegs are designed to lie close to the body while the hindlegs can stretch out behind and are used in conjunction with the tail to propel the body through the body through undulating. The upper torso is brought level with the lower while doing this. They also have partially webbed fingers to assist in thrust and direction. Their breasts tend to be less protrusive and spread over a larger area to minimise drag, but have about the same capacity as other breeds. They have valves to close off air passages, excellent oxygen storage and efficiency to maximise time between breaths, and a third eyelid that compensates for the distortions of water as well as helping protect the eye while diving. Typical eye colour is aqua.
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   The Marine foxtaurs are naturally great fishers, but they excel in all kinds of marine activities. Their kind can be found anywhere there is sufficient water, from mountain streams to the deepest ocean. Besides fishing and harvesting sea plants though, Marine foxtaurs are great sailors, specialising in transporting goods by water, and trading with distant clans. Some live most of their lives on boats, while others build sea and river ports. They are also the most high-spirited of all the breeds. Be prepared to be exhausted by all their energetic activities if you choose to visit them. They’re also some of the worst jokesters!
 
   Tempest grew up in a fishing village, but found hir talent lay with the selling rather than the catching of seafood. Shi developed this until shi worked up to the position of Portmaster at the major coastal settlement that also serves as the centre of the land trade routes, as well as the spaceport. Hir Star Corps training is as an oceanographer, which knowledge shi put to very good use in giving traders working under hir an advantage. Shi is mated with three kits, two of whom shi birthed and one sired. Shi plans to have many more!
 
   Desert Breed (Deebees)
 
   The Desert breed strongly resembles the Terran Fennec Foxtaur due to it being adapted to similar conditions. However, although it is the smallest of the Stellar breeds, it is still significantly bigger than the Fennecs. Their small size and large ears are just two of the adaptations this breed has to cope with hot desert conditions. Their fur coat is short and smooth, optimised to keep them cooler during the heat of the day, yet warm enough during the cool of night. Colouration is an even sandy shade all over the body and can include the headfur, although it’s often a slightly darker shade. The headfur is long enough to help shade the head from the sun, but they frequently wear “coolie” hats that do an even better job. The only markings they have are a medium brown tail-tip, muzzle marks, and a pair of random symmetrical spots somewhere on the coat. They are very hard to tell apart otherwise by sight, so scent is the major means of identification. This breed has the best smelling ability of the Stellars, and combined with superior hearing, they can find prey hidden anywhere from sand dunes to desert scrub. Their metabolism is extra water-efficient to minimise the need for drinking when water supplies may be far away. Nosepad and nipples are dark brown from melanin protecting them from the sun’s rays.
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   The Desert clans have semi-permanent dwellings typically set up around waterholes, wells or some other permanent water source. Availability of food resources usually determines which site they use. Hunting and foraging or work is usually done in the early hours or evening to avoid the worst of the heat. Open airy tents and other structures keep them cooler during midday. Not having much to do at these times, the Desert foxtaurs have developed a culture of storytelling that they have raised to high art. Visitors to a Desert clan can be entertained for days from their seemingly unending supply of tales.
 
   Zephyr is a tanner, and shi produces high quality leather both for the clan’s use and for selling to traders. Hir Star Corp work is as a geologist. Shi is mated in a triad with Sirocco and Mirage, and has borne one kit and sired another. 
 
   Space Breed (Starwalkers)
 
   Although the Stellar Foxtaurs were bred for independent planetary exploration and development, they still require contact and support from the Federation, and they maintain a space station and shipping facilities in orbit. It is here that the seventh and most aptly named breed live and work - the Starwalkers. Originally named the Space Breed, that quickly dropped out of use and now very few people even remember that fact. This breed is immune to claustrophobia, agoraphobia, and horizon stare, does not ever get motion-sickness, and has a superior sense of spacial awareness.
 
   The Starwalkers have many adaptations to enable them to live long periods in space without noticeable harm. A compensating system prevents problems with bone decalcification due to long periods of freefall. Their fur, which is always solid black in colour, is short and dense, and has special thermal and anti-radiation properties. Their eyes have also been fortified against radiation, and possessing a golden-coloured nictating eyelid to seal the fragile eyeball from the vacuum and guard against sun glare. They are a small but wiry species, enabling to get into awkward areas in cramped spacecraft, yet still be able to handle fairly massive objects. The ability to seal off all body orifices even enables them to survive full vacuum for about an hour, more or less depending on the degree of activity, without ill effects. In an emergency, they can also go into a form of hibernation that drastically reduces their need for oxygen and enables them to survive disasters that would kill any other species. Their paws have longer digits which, somewhat like chakat pawhands, enables them to grasp objects crudely. Neither their paws nor hands have claws as these would be detrimental to the spacesuits that they normally wear. The insides of their ears have heat-radiating surfaces that help them get rid of excess heat while in an insulating vacuum. The ears are fully mobile and can be folded down flat against the head for space considerations.
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   Because of the closeness of the typical frontier space facilities, the Starwalkers were bred to actually prefer being in the company of others most of the time. Because of this, they don't usually form limited mating bonds like the other breeds, but make a communal family. A typical workgroup of Starwalkers can also be regarded as being co-mates also. They will live, eat, play, and sleep together. Because they all have identical black fur, they tell each other apart by scent or voice.
 
   Nimbus is one of a large family workgroup. Shi is a systems engineer and is head of maintenance for the space station. Because of the limitations in room and resources, only a very few cubs have been born to the group so far, but because of hir seniority, shi was chosen as the sire of one. The colonies on the planet they orbit are growing considerably though, so they are due to have a major upgrade to the station soon by the Federation, giving them a lot more room. At that time, there will be many who will qualify for having a baby themselves, including Nimbus. Shi just hasn't decided yet which of hir co-mates will be the sire.
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   A Guide to ‘Talents’
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Throughout much of human history, the notion of extrasensory or "psychic" abilities has been both doubted and ridiculed throughout western civilization. However, in the past few centuries, discoveries both great and small have lead to a higher understanding of the nature of these abilities, as well as providing irrefutable evidence of their existence. This is a guide to what are now known officially as the Psionic Talents. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Basics
 
    
 
   EMPATHY
 
        E0 -- No detectable empathic ability.
 
        E1 -- Strong sympathetic ability, especially in physical contact with the other person.
 
        E2 -- True ability to sense and identify the emotions of nearby people without touching or even seeing them.
 
        E3 -- Greater range of sensitivity and the ability to project emotions, to calm or stimulate people for example.
 
        E4 -- More powerful than E3's. They can get a true psychological profile of anyone and impose an emotion or vague sensation on another. Can form permanent bonds with people which have no known range limit.
 
        E5 -- Exceptional control, range and ability. Can project true physical sensations. Non-verbal communication. Much valued in the field of psychiatry.
 
    
 
   Chakats generally range from E3 to E5. 
 
    
 
   TELEPATHY
 
        T0 -- No detectable telepathic ability.
 
        T1 -- Dectectable talent, confined mostly to hunches and ease of non-verbal communication.
 
        T2 -- First level of real talent. Minimal ability to communicate words, phrases or intentions to another telepath.
 
        T3 -- Full ability to converse and convey images to another telepath up to a range of roughly 2000km. Partial ability to communicate with nearby non-telepaths.
 
        T4 -- Full ability to communicate with both telepaths and non-telepaths anywhere on the world.
 
        T5 -- Greater power and subtlety than T4. T5's can "read minds", extracting knowledge that hasn't been voluntarily given. Range extends to at least all of the solar system.
 
    
 
   Skunktaur telepaths range from T3 to T5.
 
    
 
   NOTE: Telepathic speech is only capable when both parties have a common frame of reference. Telepathy cannot translate languages*, nor can it interpret a truly alien mind.
 
    
 
   * In combination with a strong Empath, this liability can be overcome somewhat because they can give a "feel" for a word.
 
    
 
   TELEKINESIS
 
        K0 -- No detectable telekinetic ability.
 
        K1 -- Detectable talent, mostly trivial, barely able to influence small objects.
 
        K2 -- True ability to manipulate small objects.
 
        K3 -- Able to exert as much force as through manual manipulation. Can produce heat by exciting molecules.
 
        K4 -- Able to exert considerably more force than through manual means. Has a clear perception of where an object is without having to see it.
 
        K5 -- Exceptional control, range and ability. Can deduce the nature of materials merely by mental touch.
 
    
 
   Skunktaur telekinetics range from K3 to K5. 
 
    
 
   ASTRAL PROJECTION
 
        A0 -- No astral projection ability.
 
        A1 -- Detectable talent, usually uncontrollable.
 
        A2 -- True ability to project one's perceptual abilities away from one's body to observe remotely. Range is limited to several metres only.
 
        A3 -- Range jumps dramatically to many kilometres. Able to perceive finer details.
 
        A4 -- Able to range anywhere on a planet. Can perceive any detail as if physically there.
 
        A5 -- Exceptional control, range and ability. Range can extend to almost anywhere in a star system. Can also project a ghostlike image of themselves that can guide someone else by non-verbal or non-telepathic means, but only at a more limited range.
 
    
 
   Skunktaur astral projectors range from A3 to A5. 
 
    
 
   TELEPORTATION
 
        P0 -- No teleportation ability.
 
        P1 -- Minimum Talent, can only teleport small objects very limited distances.
 
        P2 -- Able to teleport objects of at least 50kg mass to a distance of at least 100km.
 
        P3 -- First level where person can teleport self. Mass limit is 200kg approximately. Range: blind teleporting – at least 800km; teleporting to a familiar site – anywhere on the planet.
 
        P4 -- Range increases to entire solar system, but precision suffers badly unless the person has previously been to the destination in person or receives a telepathic 'fix'.
 
        P5 -- Range potentially unlimited, but actual range is highly variable. Able to make interstellar 'ports with a 'fix' or previous personal visit.
 
   Teleporters are extremely rare, but have been known to occur in many unrelated species, including chakats.
 
    
NOTE: All Talent levels are the minimum to qualify for that level. For example: a T5 can converse mentally with anyone at least anywhere within the solar system. A Telepath who can mentally reach across the width of a galaxy might be classed as a T5.6
 
    
 
   Pure-breed skunktaurs only ever have one of three special abilities, and a gene-linked paw-shaped fur marking on their right breast shows which – Red for telepathy, Blue for telekinesis, and Black for astral projection. However, skunktaurs can share or reinforce their abilities, so several working in a team can accomplish amazing things.
 
   Chakats are all empathic to some degree. Although this is normally their only Talent, occasionally one will be born with one of the other Talents also. However, any chakat can form a link with a skunktaur to share hys abilties just as they do amongst themselves. A crossbreed child of a chakat and a skunktaur can inherit both parents' abilities.
 
   Chakats and skunktaurs are the only species where all members have a Talent, but most other species have the occasional Talent pop up.
 
   There exist other Talents, but they are actually unique combinations of the ones mentioned already. One such Talent is called Technomancy. This combines aspects of Telepathy, Telekinesis and Astral Travel to achieve things none of those abilities can do alone. It gives the practitioner particular affinity with machines. Some do better with mechanical systems, some with electronics. Their abilities are much prized, since they can track down and diagnose subtle problems in complex systems that evade normal troubleshooting procedures. Unfortunately, as they grow in skill, technomancers tend to retreat into communion with their machines, eschewing contact with people. Some of them also propose that "artificial intelligence" is not inherently distinguishable from the natural kind, that computer-based expert systems are "alive" just as an organic mind would be. Technomancers are most often Blue or Blackpaw hybrid Skunktaurs. To distinguish themselves from these groups they dye their pawprints silver. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Details
 
    
 
   History
 
    
 
   2178:  Empathy officially confirmed after much research.
 
   2220:  Telepathy, Telekinesis, Astral Projection confirmed.
 
   2228:  First published study of Teleportation.
 
   2239:  “Sympathetic” Talents discovered.
 
    
 
   The discovery of the Talents has been a long and twisting path, notably for the difficulty of understanding the underlying mechanisms behind these abilities, and the fact that many early discoveries were discounted as something else. The first recorded incidence of the Talents occurred with the creation of the chakat species by the Turners. It was only after a series of tests that it was shown that the chakats did indeed have the Talent. The chakats were a major breakthrough for researchers, as it was the first time a reliable, consistent study could be carried out. 
 
   While the first results were met with disbelief, the weight of evidence soon caused many a scientist and layman to accept the existence of extrasensory abilities. However, it was originally thought that there was only one (empathy) as more talents began being discovered, it became clear that not only were Talents reasonably common, they also directly influenced our understanding and interaction with the world around us. 
 
   The most startling and extreme examples of Talents, namely Teleportation, have only been discovered relatively recently, and remain the most mysterious of all the Talents. 
 
   For Important dates, please consult figure 1.
 
    
 
   Mechanism
 
    
 
   Although much research has been done into the exact nature of extrasensory abilities, no compelling theory has been advanced thus far to explain how they work.
 
   As far as it is known, Talents seem to be centered around the limbic system of the brain, namely in an area located medial of the hypothalamus, named the Medial Anomalous Gyrus Complex, or the MAGC. (Some Talent researchers fondly refer to it as MAGIC) The MAGC only appears in individuals who have Talents, and each MAGC is semi unique to the individual, as the Complex differs in shape and size depending on Talent strength and nature of talents. However, even after years of research, how it functions it poorly understood. The neurons of the area seem to have a complex redundant series of connections, as well as a series of non-connected soma. Strangely, these cell bodies will begin an impulse as if it has received information, but no information can be observed entering the system.
 
    
 
   Types of Talents
 
    
 
   There are four "main" types of Talents: Empathy, Telepathy, Telekinesis, and Astral Projection. However, these are only the ‘main’ types as they are the most common, and are found in any chakat or skunktaur. All Talents can be ranked according to the Federation Institute of Psionic Investigations (FIPI)'s Talent categorization rubric. This system ranks Talents on a six value axis, from 0 to 5 with a Talent indication symbol prefixing it, and this ranking is reasonably universal. However, in popular culture, and in layman's tongue, there are also a sixth (and higher) rating. Further, some researchers have proposed the inclusion of a "negative" rating, to represent certain individuals that cannot be read by empathy or telepathy. However, this view is not generally accepted. Please refer to the table below:
 
    
 
   Ψ0 – No Talent detectable.
 
   Ψ1 – Very weak ability.
 
   Ψ2 – First true level of clearly demonstrable Talent.
 
   Ψ3 – Medium level of skill and power.
 
   Ψ4 – High level of skill and power.
 
   Ψ6 – Extraordinary Talent capabilities.
 
    
 
   Empathy
 
    
 
   Empathy was the first Talent to be scientifically recognized, originating primarily in chakats. Any sentient lifeform (to the knowledge of science) can have the Empathic Talent. As a Talent, Empathy is a nonverbal, nonphysical transmission of emotions, and certain physical sensations. Empaths can both receive and project emotions and physical sensations, making them a key part of therapy. Receiving emotions is easier than receiving sensations, and projecting emotions is more difficult than receiving sensations, but easier than projecting sensations. However, most empathic projections are by their very nature blunt, and only the most skilled can project emotions in a manner that isn't obvious. 
 
   An interesting oddity of Empathy is the ability to create bonds. These bonds typically form between two people who are intimate and spend a great deal of proximity with one another. Interestingly, while more powerful empaths seem to be able to form the strongest bonds most easily, one's normal empathic strength is no indicator of the ability to form strong bonds. Some researchers have proposed that bonding is actually a separate talent, one that many individuals have. The argument is that, since non-empaths can form bonds, it must be a non-empathic talent at work. However, most evidence seems to point to an empath of some skill being in the relationship, suggesting that it is indeed the same talent. 
 
   These bonds seemingly transmit information at Faster-Than-Light speeds, and over almost any distance.
 
   The most basic manifestation of empathy is in the form of touch empathy, followed by non-connected empathy, emotion projection, and finally sensation projection. Each skill increases with level, and touch empathy will always remain the most potent skill.
 
    
 
   Telepathy
 
    
 
   Telepathy is one of the more archetypical “psychic” talents, and at its heart is the nonverbal, nonphysical transmission of thoughts, and other mental information. Unlike empathy, Telepathy is primarily a projecting Talent, and indeed many Telepaths, save for the most powerful, have difficulty pulling information out of another being's mind against their will. Further, unlike empaths, Telepaths have serious difficulty projecting thoughts, ideas, or images to non-telepaths. Further limiting this Talent is seemingly a language barrier; that is, no Telepath can understand the thoughts of another being, unless that telepath would be able to understand those thoughts as if they were spoken. I.E. a French telepath cannot understand an English Telepath, without first knowing English. 
 
   Despite these limitations, many of which are over come by the most powerful telepaths, Telepathy is one of the most useful talents known to modern science, due to the fact that information can be sent at FTL speeds. Before the advent of subspace communications, the most powerful telepaths would find themselves stationed on ships as communications officers, and even in the modern world, it is not odd to see new colonies hiring a telepath of these levels to perform that function until a communications array can be built. However, the greater the distance, the less skilled the user is, and even the most powerful Telepaths have difficulty retrieving intelligent information beyond sight. However, the more familiar a telepath is with a mind, the better able they are to communicate, even outside the Telepath's range
 
   The most basic manifestation of telepathy is in the form of touch Telepathy, followed by telepath-to-telepath transmission (degree and nature of information sent increasing overtime), Telepath-to-non-telepath transmission, and finally "Mind reading". Each skill increases with level, and touch Telepathy will always remain the most potent skill.
 
   However, unlike empaths who take comfort in the emotional background of others, many telepaths find the background to be frustrating and irriating. It is not abnormal to find some telepaths going off to distant colonies and becoming hermits. 
 
    
 
   Telekinesis
 
    
 
   Unlike the previous two talents, Telekinesis is primarily involved with the movement of objects in a nonphysical fashion. At the most basic levels, the talent allows the manipulation of small objects, but at it's most powerful levels, telekinetics can manipulate objects several times the weight they'd be able to lift on their own, and induce heat, divine elements, and other useful actions. Much less discussed, but still a potent part of the Telekinesis Talent, are its passive effects. Many Telekinetics have extremely good spatial navigational abilities. Even blindfolded and deafened, Telekinetics can navigate a crowded room with ease. Telekinetics make excellent pilots, for example. However, an interesting side effect of this passive use of talent is that the Telekinetics have underdeveloped skills at trusting their other senses. If their talent is blocked or otherwise disabled, Tekekinetics find themselves becoming disoriented, sometimes losing balance and running into things that a non-talented individual would avoid with ease. Telekinetics are notorious for being extremely poor at video games that require such skills, as well as flight simulators and other pilot training exercises. 
 
   Like most Talented people, Telekinetics are extremely uncomfortable with holodecks. Unlike other talented people, some Telekinetics will outright refuse to use holographic technology altogether. Much research is being done to see if there is a way to trick telekinesis into feeling objects that are not there.
 
   As Telekinesis is limited to the movement of objects, Telekinesis has a more limited skill set. Generally, as the Talent levels increase, the amount of mass that can be manipulated increases, as does the degree of refined control. Around T3 the refinement of control is refined to a micrometer or nanometer (between 5μm to 75nm) and barely increases after this point. Highly skilled Telekinetics can produce electricity, but only at a poor conversion rate. Other than this, there is also the matter of limited interaction. Untrained Telekinetics cannot do more than one task at once with their talent, and the hard limit for trained telekinetics, no matter how powerful, differs from species to species. Most bipedal species such as humans or morphs are limited to only two or three tasks, whereas some taur species like chakats typically can do four or five. It is suspected that this is due to the MAGC's connections to the motor cortices. Interestingly, due to Skunktaurs' lack of handpaws and specialized tail, they have a soft limit of three or four because they less motor areas in their brain; however a skunktaur who starts training early enough can reach a similar limit as chakat.
 
    
 
   Astral projection
 
    
 
   Astral Projection is one of the least understood of the talents, despite being extremely common. Astral projection involves the projection of the user's mind outside the body, allowing them to investigate areas that they are not physically in. The nature and degree of this projection ranges from an uncanny awareness, to a full bodied "ghost" of the individual being projected. As such, it is a very odd talent to study. Some theories suggest that Astral Projection may be merely a grab bag of other talents that are poorly understood and documented.
 
   Interestingly, Astral projection appears to be tied in with the senses that the individual is limited to. An Astral Projector who is born with a sight impairment cannot see any better than if they were there physically. However, an Astral projector who has normal sight can perceive the world visually when projecting, but at a level of clarity commensurate with their level of skill. The most powerful can see with perfect vision, while the lesser Talents may be limited to black and white, or hazy shapes. Cybernetic implants appear to make no difference to this. On the other hand, an Astral Projector who is physically blinded in an accident can still "see" by the use of their Talent. Clairvoyance is considered a subset of Astral Projection.
 
   Astral Projectors are valued as scouts and their ability to investigate areas that they, and no one else, can travel to physically.
 
   Astral Projection has only two real skills, appearing in this order: Remote observation (Details ranging from weak to excellent), projection of a mental “ghost” (A5). The latter has the advantage of being able to convey information by means of gestures (Charades, anyone?), or lip-reading if someone with that ability is on hand.
 
    
 
   Teleportation
 
    
 
   Teleportation is the instantaneous movement of one object from point A to point B, without physically moving the object. While the object is not physically moved in any fashion, objects being teleported take on the relative motion. That is to say, if you teleported an object from one space craft to another going in a different direction and speed, the object wouldn't slam into the wall. Teleporters seemingly require ‘anchors’, or places that they know well, to move between. 
 
   Teleportation is of great interest to science, and has a wide range of uses. Sadly, due to the fact that Teleportation is an extremely rare Talent, it is poorly understood and most of the applications Teleporters might find work at do not exist due to the need to study these individuals.
 
   As its name would suggest, like Telekinesis, Teleportation only has two skills; the ability to teleport objects, and the ability to teleport themselves. Teleportation seems to lack a fine degree of control, and rather acts almost like a giant hand scooping the target up. That is to say, it is not possible for a teleporter to 'port off an unsuspecting victim's clothing. Further, it seems that there a degree of self preservation; no teleporter can teleport themselves into a wall, or any other persons they might be teleporting. Any attempt to teleport anything into a solid object results in the thing “bouncing” back to its origin if the target is too hard, or bulging or shattering the object if it's sufficiently soft. Any attempt to 'port anything into a solid object has a significant mental cost.
 
   The strongest theory on how teleportation works is that the teleporter seems to be able to rotate objects or themselves about another physical dimension, pushing them into a parallel universe where it is hypothesised that the different physical laws mean that every point is congruent to every other point in that universe, so movement to the point in that universe that corresponds to the target in our universe takes virtually no time. The subject then rotates back into our universe. This theory accounts for why distance does not seem to have any bearing whatsoever on the energy toll put on the Teleporter. However, the amount of mass that the Teleporter moves does have a bearing. The more mass, the harder it is, and seems to be one of the two limiting factors of the Teleportation ability. Nevertheless, a T5 can seem to handle at least a tonne comfortably, but the upper limit has yet to be determined due to the acute shortage of test subjects. The other limiting factor is the need to get some sort of “lock” on their target, otherwise a blind teleport may miss by metres or even kilometers.
 
    
 
   Sympathetic Talents
 
    
 
   Sympathetic or harmonic talents are, in short, a composite Talent made up of two or more Talents working together in a single fashion. This is not to be confused with an individual having two (or more) separate Talents, such as a chakat with Telepathy and Empathy. Rather, the Sympathic Talent is a Talent that is the use of multiple talents, at once, towards a single purpose, on an untrained and unconscious level. If stressed, the individual can display each Talent in turn, but cannot do so under normal conditions. The best known form of this is that of Technomancy (Telepathy, Telekinesis, Astral Projection), but other forms exist, such as the Babel Talent (Empathy and Telepathy).
 
   While well known and heavily documented, very little information is known, and little research into these Sympathic Talents is done. This is is because, not unlike Teleportation, Sympathetic Talents are very rare.
 
   Prevalence
 
    
 
   The total population of Talented individuals within the Federation is a matter of controversy. This is primarily because chakats and skunktaurs both have Talents to some degree and as such throw the stats off. However, not including them causes it to appear that Talented individuals are far more rarer than they are. As such, multiple charts have been included below detailing the population distribution. 
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   The Great Game of Chakker
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   as described by Honeymane
 
    
 
     
 
   Introduction:
 
    
 
   Chakker is one of the most wildly popular sports on Chakona, well known for its wild fans and awesome matches. Not surprisingly then, Chakker is the national sport of Chakona, although it is by no means the only sport played on Chakona. This document serves to introduce the basics of the game, so that all might enjoy it.
 
    
 
   History:
 
    
 
   The conclusion of the Gene Wars presented several problems to the war-ravaged peoples of Earth in 2090. The most complex of these problems was the issue of anthropomorphic people, ranging from the reasonably intelligent to those near total mental retardation. What was even more troubling was the presence of various warbeasts – people engineered to be both violent, strong, and almost horrifyingly cunning. The human population, which although it had been devastated by the wars, or perhaps because of this, was petrified of the war morphs, and at a loss to help those that weren’t violent. 
 
   The first order of the day was to correct the genetic problems within the non-human community – a sex drive salted here, impractical number of breasts removed there. Of course, for many morphs, these effects would only be felt in the next generation. Furthermore, nothing could be done about the lingering fears that the population had of another war breaking out, which many believed would be the only result of so many warbeasts, and such technology being in the hands of so many that could not be trusted.
 
   Charles and Katherine Turner noticed this, and sought to assure people there was no danger from the technology. To do so, they proposed a project that would eventually lead to the creation of Chakats. By 2111, the genome was already being built, and by 2129, the first kittens were born. 
 
   In the years following, Chakker was developed. Chakker was originally developed by Melissa Zinc, a coach at the Australian National University. Zinc, having attended University with Katherine, approached the couple after the first cub had been born, and proposed the development of a sport for chakats. Chakats, Zinc pointed out, exceeded most other morph’s abilities in various dimensions and scopes; if the chakats were to be fit as they grew up, they’d need a sport that could test their bodies in every sort of way. 
 
   From this discussion grew Chakker, a sport designed for chakats.
 
    
 
   Description:
 
    
 
   Like many football games, the premise of chakker is to get the ball into the goal of the opposing team. Teams are composed of seven players each, with 14 players in reserve, should they be needed. Chakker is a contact sport, although tackling is uncommon in general.
 
    
 
   Gameplay
 
    
 
   Equipment and Team structure:
 
    
 
   Chakker is played with a single 30cm diameter ball, colored brown and dark red. Although most can’t see it, the ball is also covered in UV and IR reflecting pigment, which allows chakats to see it better. The ball itself is covered in a series of rough stitches not unlike the sort of stitches one finds on an American Football ball.
 
   Internally, the ball has a small computer and several sensors. 
 
   All players of chakker are required to wear regulation body pads as well as head gear during official matches, although smaller leagues might forgo such protection, as it can often be too expensive to buy. In addition to this, players wear protective cups around their sheaths, as well as padded brassieres. Although not mandated, an increasing number of players are opting for tail guards as well, although it can at times lower their effectiveness. 
 
   As noted, teams are composed of seven players each, with the seventh player usually fulfilling the position of goalkeeper. However, it is not unusual for the goalkeeper to leave hir post and play the game alongside hir teammates. Other than the Goalkeeper, few positions are well defined. Often however, certain players will emerge into certain offensive or defensive positions.
 
    
 
   The Field
 
    
 
   The field of Chakker (referred to by some as The Grass) is unique in two ways. Firstly, the field is not a pure rectangle as with most other football sports, but rather a rounded rectangle 136m wide by 346 meters long. Secondly, the walls around the field are heavily padded ever since the Greycloud incident of 2272 World Cup.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The scoring areas are 6 meters in diameter by 5 meters tall. Unlike some soccer or other football games, the scoring area of chakker is not a net but rather an "area" Any ball that crosses into the circle is a score. As such, it can be significantly more difficult to defend, providing a full workout for the goalkeeper. Because of the sensors in the ball and on the field, miscalled scores are rarely an issue. However, the top of the scoring area is marked off by a suspended ring. In the biggest leagues, the ring is holographic, but in many smaller low tech leagues, the ring is a physical, if heavily padded, object.
 
   Only the goalkeeper may move through the scoring area; should any other player do so, a penalty is awarded. 
 
   The outer center circle is 24 meters in diameter, while the inner center circle is 12 meters in diameter. Six of the players gather in the ring, evenly spaced, for the kickoff, while the seventh enters the inner circle to face off against hir counterpart. The ball is dropped and the two center circle players attempt to knock the ball towards hir own team.
 
    
 
   Handling
 
    
 
   Unlike most football style sports, players are free to manipulate the ball in any manner they wish to do so. Most players do kick the sphere around, however it is not unheard of for a player to grab the ball with hir tail and throw it to another player (indeed some of the most interesting plays and spectacular scores involve the use of the tail). Some players have been known to use their handpaws as well, but this is reasonably rare due to the difficulty of such actions.
 
   Outside of professional leagues however, the ball is mostly kicked around.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Professional Play
 
    
 
   Official length
 
    
 
   An official Chakker match has three periods of 45 minutes each, referred to as thirds. Between each third is a 20 minute break, which players can use to cool down and discuss strategy. The clock is stopped if the ball should go out of bounds or if a player s injured.
 
    
 
   Scoring
 
    
 
   Scoring is done in one of two ways, the first is via normal game play, and the other is via penalty shots.
 
   The first case is very simple, to score, the ball has to pass into the goal circle. Each score is worth five points. Points gained from penalties is a different matter. First, points can be awarded to the other team without any sort of penalty shot taking place. This is for certain types of penalties. Other penalties require a penalty shot to talk place, which involves the penalty-shot-taker to use hir tail to get the ball into the goal area from the quarter line (the vertical lines that divide the rectangular part of the field with the circle).
 
   Automatic penalties are worth one to two points each. Penalty shots are worth five points each.
 
    
 
   Talents
 
    
 
   Although all professional players of chakker are talented, the use of Talents other than empathy is strictly banned, and the offensive use of empathy is considered an offense worthy of automatic forfeiting for the offending player’s team. 
 
   Because all chakats are to a degree empathic, empathy can play a powerful role in the game. Like all sports, passions can run hot during the course of a game. For the players of chakker, such passion tends to open their minds just as other sorts of passions might, such as sexual passion. As such, it is not abnormal for a whole team to become Companions or even Denmates together. Not surprisingly, this leads to a fair amount of pregnancies and "chakker kittens" among players, and the turnover rate can be fairly high. However, because of this bonding, team transfers are extremely rare and always big news. 
 
   Further, even though no chakat is allowed to play while pregnant, and many players leave the team due to pregnancy, the empathic bonds the players share together creates a tendency for old players to return, as to say that one is once a player of team X, always a player of team X, is for chakker players an intimate truth. 
 
   In minor leagues however, and more importantly, junior leagues, empathic dampers are used to prevent those sorts of bonds forming between players. In recent years, the same has been suggested for professional chakker leagues, but the move is generally resisted.
 
    
 
   Penalties
 
    
 
   There are two sorts of penalties in chakker, those awarded automatically , and those requiring a penalty shot. The different penalties are generally described below:
 
   Carrying the ball; using one’s hands/arms to hold the ball while moving for more the three seconds; automatic one point.
 
   Unlawful contact; the use of force to the degree that is deemed unnecessary. Typically only called if the contact results in a serious injury; requires a penalty shot. 
 
   Unlawful Use of Sex; rarely seen outside of adult leagues. It involves the intentional use of heat or rut pheromones to distract the other players. Automatic two points. 
 
   Harassing the Referees; involves arguing needlessly with a referee over a call that has been made. Disagreement is allowed, but there is a limit. Automatic one point. 
 
   Goaling; non-goalkeeper running through the goal circle. Requires a penalty shot.
 
   Use of Claws; any injury caused by another player’s claws is reviewed, and if necessary, a penalty is called that requires a penalty shot.
 
    
 
   Leagues
 
    
 
   There are four major leagues of chakker. They are listed here in alphabetical order.
 
    
 
   Continental Chakker Association (CCA)
 
   The CCA as actually a series of smaller leagues, based around competition between teams from cities on the same continent. The general mission of the CCA is to support these smaller leagues and provide them with assisence and organizational skills when necessary. Unlike most of the other leagues, the CCA also helps organize a continental competition on Australia, which has one of the largest population of chakats outside of Chakona. 
 
    
 
   Juniors League
 
   The Juniors league is a semi-professional league for chakats under 18. They play worldwide and many major players have gotten their professional careers started after being scouted out during games of this league. The Juniors Cup is played every one and a half years. 
 
    
 
   Stellar League (Turner Cup)
 
   The Stellar League, often referred to as the World cup, or more often as the Turner Cup, is the final level of competition for Chakker. Unlike the other three major leagues, the Turner Cup is an interstellar competition, which includes teams from major nations and planets within the Stellar Federation. The World Cup match was played once every two years until the founding of Chakona and the introduction of extra-Terran teams. It is now played every four years. Needless to say, winning the cup is a major event, and the highlight of any chakker player’s career. 
 
    
 
   University League (Zinc Cup)
 
   The Zinc Cup is a major competition between universities throughout the Stellar Federation. The only requirements for entering are to be attached to a university and to have chakats to play. The Cup match is held yearly. The final game is shifted from host university to host university.
 
    
 
   Teams
 
    
 
   Not surprisingly, there are hundreds of teams that play Chakker. For convenience, only those teams that play in the Stellar League are listed, and are organized by planet. Nation, if needed, is listed in brackets.
 
    
 
   Chakona
 
   Amistad Aphrodites
 
   Berdoovia Barbarians
 
   Riverina Serpents
 
   Eyre Flashes
 
   Haliaeetus Hammers
 
   Eucla City Bonifacio Warriors
 
   Curtisport Paws
 
   New New York Rangers
 
   Knightsport Ladies-in-Waiting
 
   Silver Lake Longtails
 
   New Auckland Witches
 
    
 
   Earth
 
   Australian Outbackers
 
   Rough Horses (GNA)
 
   Angels (HCKNA) [Dissolved in 2321]
 
   New Zealand Rainforest
 
   Gaia (Earth)
 
   Quebecois Fleurs
 
   Mars
 
   Olympus mons’ Horae (settlement)
 
   Martians (Mars)
 
    
 
   Luna
 
   Craters
 
    
 
   Caitians
 
   High Plains Striders
 
    
 
   Rasksha
 
   Guardians
 
    
 
   Voxxa
 
   Vixens
 
    
 
   Nova Terra
 
   Colonial ‘Kats
 
    
 
   Hades
 
   Hellcats
 
    
 
   Important Events from Chakker history
 
    
 
   Greycloud incident.
 
    
 
   The Greycloud incident dramatically altered the way in which chakker was played. 
 
   During the World Cup of 2272, Greycloud, a player for the Australian Outbackers, was chasing after the ball alongside Redline, a player for the Quebecois Fleurs, In the heat of the moment, Redline checked Greycloud violently, causing hir to slam into the field’s wall, breaking hir neck. Redline was horrfied at what shi had done, and was by the dying chakat’s side almost immediately. However, despite hir efforts, and the efforts of paramedics, Greycloud died.
 
   It is speculated that Redline formed an empathic connection with Greycloud before shi died, as nine days after the incident, the much distraught chakat committed suicide. 
 
   The two deaths rocked the chakker world, and the 2272 World Cup and the 2274 World Cup were cancelled as the governing body altered the rules of the game, adding more protective measures and counselling chakats on the need for moderation, before the World Cup resumed in 2276.
 
    
 
   Founding of Chakona
 
    
 
   The founding of Chakona was a major event in Chakker history, firstly because it saw the relocation of the focus of the game shifted from Australia to Chakona, and secondly because it saw the introduction of extra-Terran teams. Almost immediately, several colony worlds with modest chakat populations entered the World Cup league, dramatically changing the game’s dynamics. Over the next five world cups, the Turners’ Cup was won by ‘dark horse’ teams.
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   An Introduction to the PTV in the Chakat Universe
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Complete speculation by McClaw
 
    
 
   One of the ubiquitous features of Earth in the Chakat Universe as depicted by Bernard Doove is the PTV (Personal Transport Vehicle). While roughly analogous to a 20th century car in that setting, it has about as much in common with one as an advanced executive jet does with a Ford Trimotor. This article will attempt to describe the PTV for authors, artists, and those readers who might be interested.
 
    
 
   History:
 
   The term "PTV" can be traced to a single product that appeared during the intense reconstruction period starting during the final years of what is commonly called the Gene Wars. At the time, a number of companies were offering vehicles that attempted to address the combined issues of limited resources and new pollution awareness. When a failed military proposal for a semi-autonomous "staff" (i.e. officers') vehicle was stripped down and remarketed to commercial fleet operators as the "Personnel Transport Vehicle", the large number of requests for private purchase came as a complete surprise. But once relieved of the weight of its armor, the nascent PTV's electric drive system proved to be powerful enough to meet civilian preferences. The company responded by changing the name of their van-like creation to "Personal Transport Vehicle", creating a full range of models, and eventually licensing those designs to other manufacturers just to keep up with demands. The combination of a convenient, non-polluting power system and AI-enhanced controls (with a semi-autonomous "chauffer" option) proved wildly popular, despite the universally depressed market of the times. The company was eventually absorbed by other, larger firms, but not before those involved in the PTV's genesis had retired quite well-off (making them some of the few innovators to have ever done so).
 
   When governments and other authorities noticed the impact of the PTV on traffic statistics (mostly in a reduction of accidents) and other reports, they began enacting laws primarily intended to enhance their effectiveness, beginning with increasing restrictions on the use of internal combustion to a nearly complete ban. Because PTVs were AI-equipped, new traffic laws were quickly evaluated and refined into the forms and systems familiar in the stories of the Chakat Universe. Those communities that initially resisted the presence of PTVs soon recognized their value and capitulated.
 
   As can happen with languages, the term PTV has effectively replaced "car" in casual usage, despite the fact that it has a specific, legal definition. It's not unusual for people to refer to any relatively small conveyance for people as a PTV, much to the annoyance of owners of antique automobiles, motorbikes, various boats, and even small flying vehicles. (One well-known "blooper" video shows an incident during the recording of a "fluff" news story in which the reporter calls a small, scratch-built blimp a PTV, whereupon the enraged owner/operator sprayed the reporter with a pressurized air hose.)
 
    
 
   Features:
 
   In the "modern" Chakat Universe, PTVs are defined less by the original designs and more by industry standards and legislation. Ranging from sporty two-person (or one-person in the case of those modified to accommodate larger species) models to the largest -- a van-sized customization capable of carrying four quange in comfort -- PTVs are available in configurations for almost any need. There are, however a number of common features.
 
   First, all PTVs operate on non-polluting (at least from the PTV) electrical power systems. These can vary from manufacturer to manufacturer and even model to model, although high-capacity batteries are universally available for licensed vehicles. In addition to home stations, recharging is available at most parking facilities, typically as part of the service. (Caution is advised to avoid leaving sensitive electronic devices in an induction-charging stall if your PTV is not equipped for induction charging.) PTVs intended for longer-ranged operation through less developed areas are typically equipped with any of several "green" (ecologically clean) electrical generators with capacities of a year or more. No standards have been established for supplemental power sources, although special licensing is often required.
 
   Second, all PTVs are equipped with a specified degree of artificial intelligence (AI). Originally intended to intercede between driver and vehicle during unsafe conditions and connect with military information networks, its use had been expanded both for safety and convenience since the earliest models. In addition to its internal functions (such as navigation, auto-drive, and maintenance monitor), a PTV will communicate with other nearby PTVs and/or local controllers, allowing for a greater "understanding" of it's environment than would be allowed by only on-board sensors and detectors. The cooperative nature of this AI interaction was one of the key developments differentiating the PTV from the automobile.
 
   A PTV's external appearance can vary considerably, although streamlining and body strength requirements tends to keep considerable consistency between the more popular models. Internally, they usually resemble cars from the late 20th/early 21st century, although most have an element of modular construction to allow the seating to be reconfigured or replaced to accommodate a variety of body forms. Customization aside, the traditional steering wheel and pedals arrangement were retained as the most practical means of manually controlling a vehicle. The fact that these controls are not directly connected to the wheels and engine is not obvious until the AI intercedes.
 
   Finally, anyone familiar only with an automobile's instrument cluster of dials, lights, knobs, and buttons would be initially confused by a PTV's standard dashboard display. By using a touch-enabled display surface and windshield (or "heads-up") projection instead, a PTV can modify the information it provides its operator based on current circumstances. While running auto-drive (where the AI serves as chauffer and the operator is just another passenger), the displays can even provide news, entertainment, or communications. The AI will also ignore most accidental contacts with the controls.
 
   It is important to note that the features of a PTV (AI controls, electric drive, etc.) are not exclusive to PTVs. Many of these are incorporated in other types of vehicles and self-mobile equipment. But as such vehicles are not intended primarily for carrying small groups of people, they are rarely called PTVs. That doesn't change the fact that the cabs of most small trucks would be as familiar and easy to operate as the family PTV, at least for basic mobility.
 
    
 
   Customization:
 
   It may sound like an oxymoron, but there are a considerable number of standard customizations available for PTVs. Unlike automobiles, which were designed exclusively for humans (there being no morphs or extraterrestrials around during their original development), PTVs are available from most manufacturers with seating, controls, and even doors and bodies intended to maximize convenience and comfort for the entire spectrum of people now on Earth. Semi-standard modular designs allow an owner to mix and match internal components, as well as reconfigure without visiting a service shop.
 
   Most body form options are offered as packages named after the species they're intended for, such as the Chakat Special or "CS" packages. This option offers not only doors and seating with a chakat's taur-form body in mind (including a swing-away backrest so the operator doesn't have to wriggle under it or lay sideways across a bench seat), but modified accessory controls to allow operation by handpaws -- or even tails. Some manufacturers also offer a "tail-hold", but this isn't as popular an item as few chakats feel unstable enough in a PTV to want one.
 
   There is also an entire industry devoted to individual customization of PTVs. From decorative touches to the AI programming, anything legal (and too many things illegal) to do to a PTV may be had -- for a price. Reputable customizers will even assist in registering modifications with the appropriate authorities and informing you of where local regulations would prohibit their use. Others, well -- "caveat emptor" and we'll see you when you're released.
 
    
 
   AI and its use:
 
   While only those involved in their development and maintenance could truly understand the inner workings of an AI ("the AI Whisperer" included), its use for a PTV is easier to explain.
 
   Foremost of course is the safe operation of the PTV. Instead of directly controlling the various aspects of the vehicle, the operator is giving instructions to the AI which in turn operates the appropriate systems. Most of the time this process is transparent to the operator. But when conditions warrant, such as when a collision is impending, or the driver tries to tune in a sports match when he should be watching the road, the AI will intercede in an appropriate manner. Bad safety decisions by a PTV AI are so rare that the few that occur become the subject of intense interest by both the authorities and manufacturers, usually with the result of extensive tests and general AI updates.
 
   In addition to safety, the AI can act as navigator and/or chauffer. Digital navigation aides have been available since the late 20th century, and combined with the reliability of a PTV AI, allows an operator to be little more than a passenger should they wish. The PTV's communication systems keep such navigational information very up-to-date.
 
   When around other vehicles, a PTV will establish two-way communication with them, permitting coordinated operation and minimizing interference. This is especially true in urban or on high-speed throughway control zones (or CZs), where the operator has effectively little more control than deciding where to exit or stop. The greatly increased safety and efficiency of this process is, however, considered a more than fair trade, and the reduced need for law enforcement is a pleasant bonus.
 
   The last most common function of a PTV's AI is vehicle maintenance. As it is tied in to every system on the vehicle, the AI can keep a constant watch on every component's performance and usually detect potential failures before they can interfere with operation. Most PTV operators are familiar with the "low charge" or "service" warnings, but only those technicians who actually maintain PTVs usually get to receive the full reports of a PTV's woes. Fortunately, the AI is also able to learn an operator's habits, adjusting operation to minimize any negative effects.
 
    
 
   Modifications:
 
   While auto-drive is the most commonly unused feature on a standard PTV, very few have it actually disabled. Most disabled auto-drives are found in remote, sparsely populated areas where the owner seeks a level of personal freedom in excess of what is tolerable in more populous locations. As these "dumb PTVs" rarely if ever enter CZs, this is not usually considered an important issue.
 
   As for other modifications, such as alternate power or fuel systems and adjusted AI parameters, legality is a matter of local preference. Cosmetic and minor modifications rarely need more than registration with whatever authority tracks vehicles, typically for no additional fee. More significant features such as alternate drives or any alteration of the AI will require a more involved process, including providing proof of need and safety of the modification. Such "ModTVs" are almost always required to be clearly identified as a variant by sticker, paint job, or even audio announcement.
 
   The second most common modification (after doors and species packages), and one offered as a standard option by most manufacturers, is a supplemental power source. Intended for longer-range travel through areas that may not have recharge service, these use some form of power storage with a higher capacity (and density) than standard. There are a variety of solutions, none of which appear to be universally accepted, all of which supply electricity to the existing drive system. Occasionally someone proposes a non-electric drive, but these, if actually approved, are unpopular as they have never improved on the PTV drives available at the time.
 
   Modification to the passenger compartment of a PTV typically take one of two forms - aesthetic or species-specific. Aesthetic modifications, almost always superficial, are as varied as PTV owners. Species-specific modifications, however, take advantage of the common modular design of passenger fittings.
 
   Luxury modifications are also available, but someone used to the offerings of automobile manufacturers in the early 21st century would be surprised by the small number of requests for them. Two of the more popular luxuries are AI enhancements, "full voice" and "full chauffer". Full voice gives the PTV the ability to speak with its passengers conversationally, and therefore includes a significant degree of personality simulation. Full chauffer (which almost always includes full voice) enhances the system by allowing the PTV to learn its owner's preferences and even anticipate requests. Feature recognition is also included, and a full chauffer PTV will typically oppose any attempt to enter it without permission but will go so far as to open and close its doors for its owner.
 
   One customization that is becoming increasingly popular is the "no driver" seating arrangement. By relegating vehicle operation completely to the AI and the fact that accidents and sudden maneuvers are effectively eliminated, the interior of the PTV can dispense with normal operator controls and all those inside can be considered merely passengers. Seating can then be arranged for the mutual enjoyment of those inside, with all passengers facing a central spot being most popular. A more recent version - the "meeting room" - caters to businessmen who prefer to travel personally rather than telecommute.
 
    
 
   The PTV in society:
 
   In combination with mass transit, the PTV has effectively transformed ground travel in the Chakat Universe. Most people think nothing of climbing into one, stating (or tapping in) a destination, and letting the vehicle get them there. But there's a sizeable number of people who hearken back to the days of the automobile by leaving the auto-drive features off most of the time. This is, in fact, the most commonly unused feature of a PTV.
 
   There are, however, areas where so-called "manual" control is effectively prohibited without special permits. These include high-speed corridors (a refinement of the 20th century expressway) and most dense urban areas. In these "control zones" or "CZs", operator control is usually limited to destination selection and immediate requests (such as "take the next exit", "stop here", or "drive down Delancy"). Routing is managed by a coordinated network of AIs, with on-board AIs operating the PTV itself. This arrangement allows maximum use of roadways with minimum congestion. Despite the occasional complaint about an individual receiving (or not receiving) a specific route or being inconvenienced by an emergency, this system has higher approval and safety ratings than any transportation system in history.
 
   Control zones universally have one hard and fast rule -- you cannot use manual controls except under specific, tightly regulated conditions. Except for emergencies such as AI failures (an extreme rarity considering the high level of redundancy and reliability required of them), this typically involves expensive licensing and permits after thorough tests and background checks. Because of the pervasive nature of the AI control system, those vehicles that get their auto-drives disabled are quickly noticed, located, and detained for public safety.
 
   One of the more interesting effects the PTV has had on society is the reversal of the "car culture", although many authorities debate the PTV's contribution to the phenomenon. In the 20th century, particularly in the United States, the availability of land and personal vehicles prompted a migration from cities to suburbs. The automobile, originally available only to the wealthy, became a status symbol, and people devoted resources to them heavily. After the Gene Wars, limited resources and the increase of recycling made this impossible. The introduction of the PTV, the availability of environmentally-friendly mass transit in habitable areas, and the long process of land recovery as well as the establishment of extensive and protected wilderness areas completed the reversal. To most people, the PTV is not a status symbol, merely a valuable and convenient tool for those that need one.
 
   More specifically, use of an urban PPV/mass transit system (described in more detail later) is actually more convenient and economic to the typical urban dweller than private ownership. As a consequence, fewer and fewer urban dwellings are being constructed with space for vehicle parking. There is also a tendency among more biased city dwellers to view a PTV owner as something of a "country bumpkin". Peer pressure therefore reinforces an unofficial limit on PTV ownership.
 
    
 
   The Unexpected:
 
   Some of the effects the introduction of the PTV had on society aren't as obvious. Of these, the differences in law enforcement between the late 20th century and the era of the Chakat Universe is considered the greatest.
 
   First, of course, is the de-emphasis on traffic enforcement. Particularly in CZs, routine traffic patrols have effectively ceased to exist. In fact, with AIs limiting unsafe operation, most local traffic laws have been removed from the books, replaced with requirements for keeping PTVs in good operating order and tied to the CZ.
 
   Control Zones have also proven a boon to other areas of law enforcement. PTVs used for illegal activities have their AIs interrogated when seized, and the information they retain about where they've gone and what they've endured provide invaluable evidence. Overt violence within a PTV is identified by the AI as at least distress, prompting the AI to seek immediate assistance and usually avoiding the worst consequences. Vehicle theft is nearly impossible when the vehicle can respond on its own (besides which they aren't valued as highly, as already mentioned). And careless smugglers are distressed to be delivered to law enforcement centers should their illicit cargos be detectable by the various sensors aboard (particularly the chemical detectors used to spot leaks and overheating).
 
   The effects have been an overall decrease in the requirements of both police and other emergency services for dealing with poor drivers and accidents, while at the same time being able to devote more resources to other areas.
 
    
 
   In the Movies:
 
   Fans of late 20th century action movies bemoan one change the PTV has unquestionably produced - the near extinction of the car chase. Originally a symptom of the "car culture", the 20th centaury car chase escalated to include more and increasingly exotic vehicles, as well as a number of staple events (the baby carriage, the fruit/news stand, the jump, etc.). When the public eventually began developing a taste for action movies again after the Gene Wars, movie makers discovered most of their attempts at staging car chases were completely unrealistic for their new world.
 
   The biggest reason for this became known in the industry as "the hornets' nest effect." This was due to an early incident where a criminal attempted to escape using a non-AI vehicle within a Control Zone. The CZ in question had at its disposal a number of PTVs scheduled for recycling that were still operational. When the criminal was pulled from his trapped and disabled vehicle, he compared the experience of being adroitly herded and eventually pinned by a swarm of unmanned PTVs to walking into a nest of angry hornets. The movie based on this incident became wildly popular, and spawned new staples of the increasingly rare car chase, mostly based on a non-AI vehicle being outmaneuvered by PTVs both with and without CZ coordination.
 
   Instead, movie chase scenes moved to other venues, such as air, sea, and wilderness areas. Foot chases in urban areas are also offered, but most people find violence where they live to be very disturbing and as most of the population lives in urban areas, such scenes are rare.
 
   More common is the fictional "high level" AI offered as a character. Although CZs with personality simulation are exceedingly rare, they are commonly used in "cop shows" for their entertainment value. And in nearly perfect counterpoint to the disappearance of "car culture", several ideas borrowed from 20th century entertainment found new popularity by presenting them as PTVs with fictionally advanced AIs, including Herbie, KITT, and strangely enough "My Mother the Car". One of the more modern offerings borrowed only the title - "Car 54, Where Are You?" - recreating it as a "cop show" drama where the titular vehicle was a "brilliant" police PTV partnered with a changing series of human and/or morph officers.
 
   Other than the above, PTVs are most commonly seen in entertainment in the same roles they have in real life - useful but not terribly significant tools.
 
    
 
   The PPV:
 
   With most of the population living in urban areas, and those having the lowest rate of PTV ownership, how do most people get around? There's mass transit, of course, and few cities aren't pedestrian-friendly. But between the two is the Public PTV, also known as a "PPV", "Peevee", or "Peetee" (for "Public Transport"), and perhaps the first real innovations in mass transit since the Gene Wars. In fact, many PPV systems predated the creation of control zones.
 
   A refugee from the 20th century might dismiss the PPV as a glorified taxicab, but anyone who's ever used one would disagree. The PPV takes full advantage of a PTV in a control zone, shuttling passengers between all the various locations in a city that don't have enough traffic to warrant connections using a higher-volume form of mass transit. PPV systems are always integrated with available mass transit for ease of transfer, and few communities bill them separately (assuming they aren't wholly community funded). And the additional programming required of a PPV or supplied by the CZ allow PPVs to respond efficiently to a much wider variety of situations than most PTVs, including medical emergencies, attempted vandalism and theft, lost items, and general cleanliness for the next passenger.
 
   This is not to say that traditional taxi and limousine services are unavailable, only that their existence and size depend on the community. Person-operated taxis are more common as the presence of mass transit diminishes, and are actually common on the perimiter of CZs. And despite the limited market and licensing demands, a professional chauffer can usually find an employer in a large city.
 
   One unusual variation of the PPV is the "tourist" service. Many cities historically developed special reputations for their taxi services (such as the London cabbie). Private tourist services recreate these historical experiences using specially configured PTVs. Incorporating a variation of "full chauffer" and coordinated by an AI not part of the control zone (but by law subordinate to it), these PPVs not only recreate the appearance of antique taxis, but simulate the expected conversations and relative driving skills. (Tokyo tourist PPVs are to be avoided by the faint-of-heart, as they simulate the early days of their lineage when they were called "kamikazes".)
 
   In a few places, where the driver was a more important part of the experience, some private PPV operators go so far as to hire performers as "drivers". Of special note is the Checker Cab Company of New York City, who not only deploy PPVs designed to simulate an automobile in poor operating condition (including gasoline exhaust and less savory odors inside), their live drivers - who are required to speak with nearly unintelligible accents while on duty - are all fully licensed vehicle operators complete with NYC taxi driver permits! ("Unleashed" rides where the NYC CZ participates as only a hidden advisor and backup can be arranged for an additional fee.)
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   Over the years, many questions have been asked about chakats, the universe that they live in, other species, and various trivia ranging from the important to minutiae. Most of them are presented here in no particular order:
 
    
 
   Are the chakats part of the Star Trek universe? 
 
    
 
   NO. Although I have used such terms as Star Fleet, Warp Drive, Transporter, Caitians, and other such things familiar to fans of the Star Trek universe, it is only a case of not re-inventing the wheel. I felt that I did not need to create unique names for my own versions of such things when I first started writing because they were only background details. I did however love Caitians, so I did eventually define my own version of the species, which substantially differs from the ST version now. Then I wrote "Transformations" and had to describe how a Transporter worked, and you'll find that it is significantly different from the official ST explanation. The structure of the Stellar Federation is different from the United Federation of Planets. Keep looking, and you'll find that the differences are vastly greater than their similarities. 
 
    
 
   What languages are spoken in the Stellar Federation? 
 
    
 
   Although 24th Century Earth is a great deal more unified than in previous centuries, there is still a plethora of languages spoken. However, there is an official "world" language - "Terranglo" - which is basically a rationalised form of English. The major inconsistencies of the old language, and most of the minor, have been eliminated, whilst retaining the richness and diversity of the old language, thus making it easy to learn and use. 
 
   Cait is known for its diplomatic and communications specialists, all of whom have a great deal of facility with languages. Nevertheless, their world also has a common language - "Ratarsk" - evolved from High Plains Trade Talk. 
 
   Voxxa uses "Yatta", the Northern Common Speech, used by roughly 2/3 of the population. 
 
   Raksha has no official common language. The commonest is "Katang Low Tongue" which is understood by roughly half the population. Rakshani who deal with the Federation usually learn another language, usually either Ratarsk, which is better suited to their physiology, or Terranglo, which is by far the most commonly spoken language in the Federation.
 
   The Merraki have several languages, but as they generally use speech translating gadgets to converse with others who don't speak their language (Merraki or alien), no common language has ever been used, or is ever likely to be declared. They are the designers of the sophisticated translator device commonly used by Star Fleet. 
 
   Kalen-toth only ever deal with the the Renzar, and their language(s) is only known to the traders who don't mention it to others. 
 
   Renzar won't let language come between them and a deal. Although they rarely master any language besides their own, any Renzar trader worth his salt is able to make him/herself understood in a multitude of languages. Their homeworld though uses "Marlok", a language developed by international traders in the past, and became the de facto common language. 
 
   The Faleshkarti have become so homogenous that they have only one language, and a very utilitarian one at that. They don't even have a name for it. They refused to learn any other language from visiting aliens until Leanna made a breakthrough with diplomatic relationships. Now they are sending out representatives who have been taught Terranglo.
 
    
 
   How complicated is it for a human to visit/pass through foxtaur territory? How well developed are the roads and footpaths? 
 
    
 
   Bear in mind that many of the foxtaur territories are former national park areas. The foxtaurs have been ceded control of these areas in exchange for maintaining them in as near pristine condition as possible given the current circumstances. Therefore there are very few sealed roads, a handful of emergency access tracks, and a lot of bushwalking tracks and hunter trails. The roads are not usually located where passing through is necessary or advantageous. Humans who want to visit these territories are welcome to drive (or walk on the main path) into the village that controls that particular territory and apply for a pass. This is little different from the way park rangers control some areas even today, but the pass may be denied for various reasons. If denied a pass, the person is required to leave the territory promptly, or be forcibly ejected. A person doesn't need a pass if visiting someone in the village just for that day. People can be declared ‘persona non grata’ and may never come back to that territory. Violations are treated in accordance with their severity. 
 
    
 
   What is the UNTWG, how does it work and what are its powers? 
 
    
 
   UNTWG stands for the United Nations of Terra World Government. Based out of Auckland, New Zealand, it has complete authority in Terran world affairs and foreign policy, although its member nations retain a lot of leeway over domestic issues. The UNTWG is a member of the Federation but the nations that form the UNTWG are not. The use of UN does not mean it is a continuation of the historic organisation of the 20th and 21st centuries, but was intended to try to "invoke that organisation’s spirit of international cooperation". For some reason many historians find this very funny. 
 
    
 
   How do chakats handle shedding all that cat hair? 
 
    
 
   Unlike natural cats, chakats bathe regularly. This dislodges the majority of loose fur, so their homes aren't just one huge pile of shed fur. They have very good filters for their bathing facilities. Of course that doesn't mean that there isn't some fur around the house. It's just a chore that any furry morph has to deal with. 
 
    
 
   How does the whole pirate thing work? Why doesn't Star Fleet stop them? 
 
    
 
   Starship sensors can only pick up ships up to a few hundred AUs away in normal space, which is about the width of a star system. While under warp drive, hyperspatial disturbances can be used to detect ships much further away, but still be relatively small distance compared to the distances between stars. Planet-based systems (and some military starships) can see farther, but only by focusing on a small section of space. Communications represent similar difficulties, and though it possible for a ship to talk to a nearby star system at any time, in practice the time needed to set it up prevents its use as a pirate distress signal. Pirate vessels are typically small-medium transports with some anti-ship weapons in one cargo bay converted to a launch bay. The preferred tactic is to intimidate a ship into surrendering using the starfighters, and then transfer cargo via shuttle while the base ship remains at a safe distance. Pirate Law is based around to singular principle of "Don't anger Star Fleet too much!". Other common practices:
 
    
    	Smuggling gravity-bombs onboard ships. These produce negligible explosions, but distort space-time in such a manner as to reproduce a mass of many tens of thousands of tonnes, and force the ship’s safety systems into shutting down the warp reactor.
 
    	Leaving some sort of receipt and ID behind for Star Fleet. This protects pirates from false accusations if/when they are caught, and the pirates hope it will stop Star Fleet ‘over-reacting’ to such false reports when the pirates are cornered.
 
    	Loading all their specialised equipment and weapons into their cargo shuttles and then trading ‘legitimately’.
 
    	Pirates will be interested in spare parts, exotic matter, transporter/replicator/holodeck technology, anti-matter, luxury items, genetic information, email, ecash, shipping schedules, and rich hostages - who are often well treated.
 
   
 
    
 
   What is the physical and mental development versus age of chakat kittens and cubs? 
 
    
 
   Chakat kittens aren't nearly as helpless as human babies. They are able to get up and walk around at a couple of weeks. At this time and for about a year, they are little more than very intelligent cats though, operating off instincts not to get into trouble, or to deal with trouble if they can't avoid it. A frightened chakat kitten can be very dangerous to handle. This is part of the survival mechanism built into chakats as one of their overall design to increase their ability to survive most circumstances. It's not until around when they are weaned that they start taking on truly intelligent thinking, and they are able to draw on their experiences as kittens. 
 
   Chakats mature sooner emotionally because of their empathic abilities. That is why they have their coming-of-age at a younger age than humans who, although physically ready for sex, are rarely emotionally mature enough for a sexual relationship yet. 
 
   Up until they're weaned, chakats are not much more than clever big cats. After that though, they start to learn at a ferocious rate. They always learn to talk sooner than all but the most precocious humans, aided by their empathic sense to understand meaning behind words and other subjects. At this age, they can learn multiple languages with great ease. They tend to retain the ability to learn new languages readily even in maturity, although nowhere near as well as their early years. 
 
    
 
   Do they have the same sense of smell as actual cats? 
 
    
 
   Chakats have an excellent sense of smell, better than almost all others. Bloodhounds might have a better sense, but the chakats have the advantage of intelligence to interpret the scents better.
 
    
 
   How are they able to breed with so many other species? 
 
    
 
   Chakats can only interbreed with other taur species. In the chakat universe, all morphs are genetically engineered. All taurs were built upon the research done for the previous taur species, so they have a lot in common genetically. The further away from the original though, the harder it is to conceive. For example, chakats can interbreed with wolftaurs, but not with Quange (equitaurs). Aside from medical intervention in the form of genetic engineering, there is also one exception to the rule: Admiral Kline. How this is possible was explained in my Forest Tales book, episode 16. 
 
    
 
   Do they overheat in the Australian sun? 
 
    
 
   Yes they can. Chakats are optimised to tolerate cold. The thickness of their fur varies depending on the ambient temperatures, but even at its thinnest, too much sun can give them heat stroke. However, being intelligent beings, they can compensate with such simple things as a hat and carrying lots of water. They also can sweat in the paws and on their heads. 
 
    
 
   Do they sweat? 
 
    
 
   As mentioned previously, they can sweat, mostly in the paws (for dealing with hot surfaces), and under their manes (to keep their brains cooled). 
 
    
 
   Do they have need of whiskers? 
 
    
 
   They do have whiskers/vibrissae, although not to the same degree as wild cats. Often they're not shown in art, but they are indeed there. They are mostly useful when they pull their special trick of focusing all their senses, as shown in the Forest Tales book, episode 13. 
 
    
 
   Do they have souls? 
 
    
 
   Yes. Non religious answer -- Chakats feel that all sentient creatures possess a soul as the the essence of that which characterizes and defines what and who they are. Religious answer -- Chakats are generally not atheists, and therefore they believe in the existence of souls on that basis. They just usually aren't into organised religions, although they respect other people’s beliefs. An example is Christmas dinner in the Forest Tales book, episode 15. There are of course the usual exceptions, such as Chakat Gildedtongue. 
 
    
 
   Are they partially derivative from Titanides? 
 
    
 
   Not in the slightest. I hadn't even heard of them when I created the chakats. I don't even particularly like some of the aspects of the Titanides. 
 
    
 
   Being cats, why don't they get in more fights? 
 
    
 
   They're not cats. They're broadly based on felines, but keeping only the parts that were useful and getting rid of the bad aspects. They were also bred to be extremely social, so they much prefer to make friends than to fight. "Make love, not war" is not just a trite saying to them. 
 
    
 
   How do they clean themselves? 
 
    
 
   Specially built taur-sized showers mostly, deep baths occasionally. They can tongue-wash, but usually reserve that for spot fixes. 
 
    
 
   Do they get fat? 
 
    
 
   Their digestive system is more efficient, and excess food is usually either converted to milk or discarded. However, even this can be abused, and the chakat can get overweight. 
 
    
 
   Do taurs have special swimming pools? 
 
    
 
   No, they swim quite well and don't need any special facilities. 
 
    
 
   Do they have separate public washrooms for chakats/herms or ones for just taurs? 
 
    
 
   Well-equipped public facilities in all places, such as schools or shopping centres, will have taur facilities. While a chakat or foxtaur could manage to use biped facilities (barely), someone like a quange would be utterly helpless. In fact, public toilets have to cope with a large array of species and needs, so that they are no longer divided into "Men’s" and "Women’s" anymore. They will have separate facilities for urinals, biped stalls, taur stalls, baby/cub facilities, and washrooms. Chakats may use the urinals, but would probably be more comfortable using the taur facilities. By law, herms may not be discriminated against, and may use whichever facility they are most comfortable with. 
 
    
 
   In a classroom with taurs and bipeds, what's the sitting arrangement? 
 
    
 
   The same as classes without taurs, except that they don't need chairs. 
 
    
 
   How are schools run? (like all computer or what?) 
 
    
 
   Considering all the changes since I was in school, that's very hard to answer, but I think that it will be a mixture of computers for all the common material, with teachers freed up to lend guidance and assistance to those needing it most.
 
    
 
   Do schools still run the way they do nowadays? (high school, etc. etc., summer months off) 
 
    
 
   You're thinking too much like a person from the United States of America. Schools run differently all over the world. However, in the chakat era, they also have to deal with the different needs of various species, many of which learn different things at different rates. Basically schooling starts as soon as testing shows that the child is ready for it. There are no "prep", "primary", "secondary", "high", or "college" divisions. Instead the school year is divided into ten-week quarters with a three-week break. Each quarter has modules defining academic achievement. If the child fulfils all the targets for that module, he/she/shi moves into the next module. Average students will do eight modules during a year. Slower students maybe only six. Exceptional students can be moved up the modules more quickly. At the end of the school years (which can range from ten to fourteen), then the students move onto either apprenticeships or degree courses. Actual age is not a very significant factor. 
 
    
 
   How many non-chakat herms are there? (like recoms)? 
 
    
 
   The actual number is not generally known outside of a census, but aside from Chakats and Stellar Foxtaurs, they represent only a small percentage of the population. Nevertheless, when the population is in the millions, that adds up to a fairly large number, and that number is growing. Before the creation of the chakats, no herm species had been bred since the beginnings of the Gene Wars. Like many morph species, a large proportion of the herms were killed off during the wars, but they still occur in several different species, not all of them obvious. Hermaphrodism is a recessive trait in some of them, and they can breed normally with non-herms of their species and produce either single-gender or dual-gender offspring. Occasionally, two single-gender partners both possessing the recessive gene will produce a herm child. Amongst the species known to have herm specimens are foxes, rabbits, cats, mice, skunks, wolves, otters and hyenas. 
 
    
 
   What is the status of herms in society? 
 
    
 
   Hermaphrodites suffered from various degrees of discrimination after the Gene Wars. However, when the new chakat species started gaining in popularity, pressure was applied to enact new laws specifically to deal with this problem. Legislation banning discrimination on the basis of gender was extended to specifically cover herms. Herms may present themselves as males or females if they choose in any situation excepting those where they would gain an unfair advantage (e.g. athletics), although many will opt to evince both sides of their dual nature. Nevertheless, many people are not comfortable with herms, so it is often hard for them to find suitable partners. Most herms are very ordinary people though as, like all other exotic morph species, their exaggerated traits were brought under control after the Wars. Although not generally advertised, there is a support organisation for herms called the Double H Club. The HH stands for Hermaphrodite Haven, and it is there to provide social and other forms of support for herms with their unique needs. 
 
    
 
   When does puberty start for chakats? 
 
    
 
   First stage puberty starts in hir tenth year and is considered finished at First Heat. Second stage lasts until about age 18 or 19, although most chakats don't reach their full physical potential until their twentieth year. 
 
    
 
   What are the signs of puberty for chakats? 
 
    
 
   The first sign of puberty is a sudden growth spurt. Up until this time, a chakat will only have reached about 2/3 of hir mature height, and will have have a more rounded, kittenish look. With the growth spurt, legs and torsoes grow longer and leaner, and the muzzle grows larger. Then the breasts will increase in size at least one to two cup sizes. The genitals will also increase in size, although that is only readily apparent in the penis as most of this is internal. Hir scent will change with the addition of pheromones, and hir voice will deepen. Shi will start developing a sexual interest in how others look, as well as hir own looks. At this point, cubs who adamently refused to wear clothing most of the time, will suddenly take an interest in wearing flattering tops, and other decorative items of clothing. Although chakats have a far more stable system than other species, even they are susceptible to mood changes due to the major changes occurring to their bodies. This may manifest as the occasional desire for privacy for exploration of hirself or hir peers, embarrassment, lustfulness, hunting focus, mild depression (they never suffer from deep depression), empathic disassociation or bad temper. When First Heat arrives, the system is given its final kick into high gear. Physical growth is not yet complete, but hir system reaches stability and, for all essential purposes, the chakat is now considered a young adult. 
 
    
 
   When does a chakat’s first heat occur? And first rut? 
 
    
 
   I must admit that I've been dreading this inevitible question. It's almost certain to cause some overzealous person to make a hue and cry about child sex. Oh well, time to bite the bullet. 
 
   In the 21st Century, age-of-consent for humans varies a lot around the world, but mostly between 14 to 18 years of age, with 16 being a very common average. In the 24th Century though, they have to deal with many morph species that mature either earlier or later than humans. As you should have noticed by now, chakats start doing almost everything at an earlier age than humans and most morph species. Generally speaking, First Heat occurs between age 13 and 14. First Rut occurs either the first or second male peak after hir First Heat. Hir First Lovemaking can occur any time after that. The important thing to remember about chakats is that they are sexually and emotionally mature by then, and have been thoroughly educated about sex, and are thus able to treat it responsibly. 
 
    
 
   Does puberty have any effect on psionic Talents? 
 
    
 
   Definitely. A chakat cub’s Empathic Talent is usually at the low end of the scale until puberty kicks development into high gear. Shi will not achieve hir full potential until the end of the primary puberty stage. It is important for hir to exercise hir Talent during this period or it may fail develop properly. Shi will usually get plenty of empathic interaction with hir family, but an orphan raised by non-empaths during this critical period can potentially have hir Talent stunted. This can apply to other Talents also if shi has them, but they don't depend on other people to interact with. 
 
    
 
   When is a chakat able to produce mother’s milk? 
 
    
 
   A chakat can produce mother’s milk just as soon as hir body has matured sufficiently. This is always after the growth spurt that also includes the increase in breast size, but always before hir First Heat. Generally speaking, shi will be able to lactate sometime in hir twelfth year. In my story, Quickpaw was able to produce milk for a ceremony half a year before hir First. 
 
    
 
   Are chakats affected by the Terran plant N. cataria (catnip) as common housecats and some wildcats are? If so, is it also like Terran housecats where some are affected and some aren't? 
 
    
 
   Chakats all find catnip to be pleasant and slightly stimulating, but it does not have the same effect as it has on various cats. 
 
    
 
   In the stories and the alien species guide, it mentions that Rakshan infants have a high mortality rate. I was wondering what exactly is causing this. Is it something like S.I.D.S. or predators or something else in the environment? 
 
    
 
   It's a large number of factors including those, but the largest contributor to Rakshani infant death is the poor state of the medical profession. Despite their technical advances which made them a star-faring race, their medical profession compares to early nineteenth century Earth. This is gradually improving as Federation doctors educate their Rakshani colleagues, and deep research is conducted into Rakshan biology. 
 
    
 
   How do I use those various words that refer to that race (Rakshan, Rakshani, Rakasha, Rakshasan)? 
 
    
 
   You have come up with a couple that I never wrote!  Anyway, "Raksha" is the name of the planet. "Rakshan" means "of or pertaining to Raksha". "Rakshani" are the the intelligent species, or pertaining to this species. Examples:
 
         Zhane is a native of the planet Raksha.
 
         The Rakshan climate is frequently harsh.
 
         The Rakshani are a warrior race.
 
         Rakshani traditions are very strict.
 
    
 
   What governments are there in local space? 
 
    
 
         Stellar Federation: The economic and technological super power that dominates local space, the Federation (Terranglo translation) is a peaceful democracy currently in an active colonialist phase. Founding worlds include Cait, Earth, Raksha and Voxxa, and colony worlds like Chakona. All stories can be assumed to take place within the Federation unless stated otherwise.
 
         League of Non-Aligned Worlds: A group of independent human colony worlds that cooperate in military and economic matters. They maintain a peaceful, though actively patrolled border with the Federation. Famously, the League allows member worlds to engage in ‘slavery’ of genetically engineered species. The extent of this varies considerably from world to world, as does the protection afforded to various servant races. ‘Alien’ species and non-human Federation citizens can usually visit in relative safety; although few choose to do so. The LNAW leads the Federation considerably in many areas of Terran biosphere genetics, but lags considerably behind in all other sciences. The LNAW has a treaty with the Federation which allows it to maintain strict trade corridors to other LNAW worlds within Federation space, but there is an embargo on trade between LNAW worlds and Federation worlds. Unfortunately, there still exists illegal black market operations, but they run the risk of running into the ever-vigilant Star Fleet patrols.
 
         Voxxan Imperium: A group of Voxxan colonies that operate as a more centralised version of the LNAW, save that they have no worlds in Federation Space. Non voxxans are welcome as tourists and traders, though settlers may find themselves treated as second-class citizens. Mixed couples including voxxans, fox-morphs, or foxtaurs should exercise caution where they go. The youngest Imperium (Terranglo translation) colony world is older than the oldest human colony world. The greater maturity means less trade is required, but the Imperium maintains an active interest in importing luxury items.
 
         Nazdrazi Coalition: A alliance of mixed Rakshan, Caitian and lately Voxxan worlds scattered throughout known space. Named for the Rakshan and Caitian designations of a star where the original treaty was signed. Central government is almost non-existent save for a unified foreign policy towards other worlds. Famously safe from pirate attacks, this has been explained by the relative poverty of Coalition (Terranglo translation) worlds. Some, though, accuse worlds with the Coalition of sheltering and profiting from pirate activity. Visitation is possible, though caution is advised.
 
         Faleshkarti Administration: Sometimes referred to as Central, High, The, or Administration Triple One, as this is the only word the Faleshkarti use for organised hierarchies. Notorious for lack of interest in other species. The apparent lack of defence policy belies a large army of soldiers trained to suppress hostile life forms, and a host of ‘peaceful’ technologies related to colonisation, terraforming and weather control. A simplistic foreign policy can be summarised to “if we can see a planet, it's ours” and “all visitors report to Administration 111-70934”, which is a newly opened administration for dealing with outsiders. Despite a planet overloaded with excess population, until Leanna made hir breakthrough with diplomatic relationships, it remained understaffed. Now it coordinates efforts to find ways of integrating into the Federation, mostly by sending out trained observers in the early stages.
 
         Damocles Hegemony: Based in the Sol asteroid belt and, in recent years, the Barnards Star System which they purchased from the Federation. A socialist and, by some standards, decadent collection of space habitats, that predates the Federation and is known for its universal laws. Has a significant lead in many aspects of non-relativistic space technology and its proximity to a major Federation world ensures relative parity with most others. Almost all species can visit in perfect safety and, save for the view inside the habitat, most would be hard pressed to know they're not on a Federation world. Peaceful relations have become strained following the Stariionae incident. The Hegemony has a defence treaty with Earth, a mutual co-operation pact with the Federation, and has recently begun to seek closer relations with the Federation colony world Chakona.
 
         [Unknown] Enemy: Unknown space race/civilisation described by the stariionae. Known for hive-like tendencies and a violent reaction to the Stariionae. Suspected of having a common origin.
 
         [Unknown] Prince Aries: Apparently a minor Terran colony world beyond Federation borders.
 
    
 
   Are there any birdmorphs? 
 
    
 
   There are no birdmorphs. If any ever  existed, such creations would have died back during the Gene Wars. The closest you would get today would be a mammal with wings amongst the exotic slave morphs on the Non-Aligned Worlds, and some throwbacks on Earth.
 
    
 
   What do the colour codes on the Star Fleet & Star Corps uniforms represent? 
 
    
 
   Red – Operations / Command
 
   Gold – Engineering / Technicians
 
   Blue – Physical sciences / Astrogation
 
   Green – Biological sciences / Medical
 
   Purple – Communications / Cryptography / Intelligence / Logistics
Grey – Security / Weapons / Fighter pilots
 
   White – Protocol / Ambassadors
 
   Tan – Ship's Services 
 
    
 
   What about the comm badges? 
 
    
 
   The comm badges indicate rank by their colour scheme and, in the case of the medical profession, they can also indicate specialty. Below are examples of standard Star Fleet badges, and the Medical Division badges. The badge art was done by the talented efforts of Jonathan Rich. 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   What sort of 'recessive traits' exist among the Chakats? I know of a few, such as multiple sets of breasts and the like, but are there any others? 
 
    
 
   The only thing that I can think of offhand are psionic abilities other than Empathy. They don't really have a lot of conspicuous recessives due to their genetically engineered heritage. They do not have multiple breasts at all. 
 
    
 
   Some artists draw the chakats with human-style hair, while others don't include it. Is there any particular standard, or do some chakats just not have human-style hair, while others do? 
 
    
 
   Almost all chakats have very thick human-style hair. Left uncut, it's thick enough to grow into a mane. However, there are rare exceptions. 
 
         The cheetah chakat (as opposed to a cheetah-patterned chakat) is without hair. Shi just has normal fur on hir head. This is part of the modifications made to optimise them for speed.
 
         The lynx-like chakamils can have rather short hair, but still relatively human-like.
 
         A severe haircut can make a chakat look lacking in human-style hair, but it's still there to regrow.
 
         Some artists draw chakats incorrectly, or are drawing ordinary felitaurs but still calling them chakats. 
 
    
 
   What is the normal length of pregnancy for the average taur (Foxtaur, Wolftaur, etc) and Quange? 
 
    
 
   Foxtaurs, wolftaurs and ordinary felitaurs have a pregnancy a couple of weeks shorter than a chakat’s ten and a half months. Skunktaurs have almost exactly the same as a chakat. Quange have a considerably longer one, probably over a year, but as I didn't create that race, I would like a more definitive answer from the one who did - Roy Pounds. 
 
    
 
   How soon does a Chakat kitten generally open their eyes? Like, between a day and a week after they're born? 
 
    
 
   Chakat kittens generally open their eyes almost immediately, usually within a day. Foxtaurs take a few days.
 
    
 
   How long until a Chakat kitten starts to walk? 
 
    
 
   Very quickly. Too quickly, some think! They can crawl on all six limbs almost from the start. Four-legged locomotion starts after a couple of weeks. (I think I answered this question to someone else. I hope that I gave a consistent answer!) 
 
    
 
   How are bipedal males’ penises covered? By foreskins (like humans) or by sheaths (like chakats, foxtaurs, etc.)? 
 
    
 
   That depends on the species, but the best rule of thumb uses the degree of anthropomorphism. For example, we'll use fox morphs. They come in both plantigrade and digitigrade varieties, the latter being closer to their fox side, and the former being closer to their human side. So usually you will find that the plantigrades have foreskins while the digitigrades have sheaths. Another thing that distinguishes them is that those with foreskins usually can interbreed with humans, while those with sheaths usually cannot (except by specialised medical intervention). My characters, Kris and Trina, are both plantigrades. 
 
   Obviously not all species can be judged so easily. The oldest morph species tend to be closer to human though, while the newest tend to be more animal-like. For the rest, I'm afraid you'll have have to find out on a case-by-case basis. 
 
    
 
   If they have foreskins, are the foreskins circumcised? 
 
    
 
   They may or may not be, and for exactly the same reasons that humans are or are not - religious and health considerations mainly. 
 
    
 
   Do foxtaurs have "cock-knots"? What about wolftaurs? 
 
    
 
   In the Chakat Universe, foxtaurs do not have cock-knots. No breed of foxtaur, including Stellar Foxtaurs, has this trait. They were given a human-like penis to make them seem less animalistic. However, wolftaurs do have a knot. They are the oldest and most primitive taur species. 
 
    
 
   Is there magic in the Chakat Universe? 
 
    
 
   I like stories about magic. I have a large collection of fantasy books where magic is an essential part of the plot. I have even drawn a chakat wizard. However, in order to keep things more consistent and believable, I don't use magic in my chakat stories. 
 
   So, the bottom line is that for stories that are submitted to me for inclusion in the Chakat Universe, it is canon that magic is not a part of it. 
 
   However, it is my official stand that if someone wants to roleplay in a Chakat Universe scenario, they can do many things that aren't canon, including magic, provided that they do not violate my description of the chakats themselves. No Power Players though, please! The Chakat Universe is intended for the enjoyment of all who play nicely within it.
 
    
 
   What is chakker? 
 
    
 
   Chakker is the official national sport of chakats. Please read the entire article in this book on this subject to learn the nature and history of this game. 
 
    
 
   What's the difference between warp and subspace? Why do some authors use one and not the other? 
 
    
 
   Our local universe consists of three main sections. Subspace, normal space and hyperspace. An analogy would be a pond of water (subspace) with air (hyperspace) above it. A small enough object placed upon this pond will create a dent in the water but not sink. This surface tension (normal space) effect is gravity; which is more traditionally modelled by a weight on a rubber sheet. Note that an object existing in normal space (~placed on the surface of the pond) will produce distortions in normal space and subspace and hyperspace. Hence you can detect and describe an object or effect by looking at it from any one of these three points of view. 
 
   The FTL propulsion in the stories similarly produces effects in normal space, subspace, and hyperspace. For various plot or technology points of view it sometimes makes sense to describe things in terms of just one of these aspects and not the others; even though the other aspects could be used to describe it. For example navigation can be related to normal space (where the actual destination is), communications to subspace (sound travels faster underwater) and sensors to hyperspace (since spray can be seen at greater distances above water). Sometimes these habits can become institutionalised, and different institutions can have different habits. Hence Damocles trained personnel tend to talk in terms of subspace-effects, Star Fleet trained personnel tend to talk in terms of hyperspace-effects, and Star Corps are trained to do both. 
 
    
 
   Why are your vehicles called PTVs, and what's so special about them? 
 
    
 
   Firstly, not all vehicles are a PTV. That stands for Personal Transport Vehicle, and refers specifically to vehicles designed primarily for transporting people. It is a bit of a misnomer as it refers to anything up to a mini-bus size vehicle, and not just the small passenger automobiles that the first PTVs were. 
 
   There are a few major differences between old-fashioned cars and Personal Transport Vehicles (PTVs). After the Gene Wars, the world had the dual problems of depleted petroleum resources and severe pollution. Old-fashioned cars could no longer be allowed. Additionally, manufacturing ability was reduced for a while until industry recovered. This made vehicles scarce and expensive. The PTV and the laws associated with them were introduced to cope with all these problems. 
 
   Firstly, they run only on electricity, which is provided either by a highly efficient battery system or, for a longer range, boosted by some form of ecologically clean electrical generator. 
 
   PTVs are frequently designed to be readily adaptable to the requirements of various species. For example, taur models have low pads instead of seats, with fold-back backrests with safety harnesses. The CS model (Chakat Special) provides controls suitable for use by chakat handpaws, which allows them to keep their true hands on the wheel at all times. Other PTVs provide raised seating and other adaptations for very small species of morphs. 
 
   The next point is that while the privately owned PTVs can be manually controlled, each PTV has a mutiple-redundant AI system in it which provides driver assistance in many ways, with the emphasis on safety features. Collision avoidance systems, automatic wet weather and terrain compensation, etcetera, are standard features. Each PTV's AI system communicates with other nearby PTVs to maximise safety and traffic flow by the large decentralised computer system. However, there are routes such as super-highways and high-traffic areas such as the inner city areas where control is surrendered entirely to the AI units. The PTV AIs coordinate their movements with local traffic AI units which provide data such as the best routes and the overall traffic flow, but ultimately it's the AI in each vehicle that is in control. In cities, this means that there is no longer any problems with gridlock, and everyone gets to their destination quickly and easily. On the superhighways, the PTVs can travel at their fastest possible speed without fear of an accident. It also allows emergency services to divert or even stop all traffic (or just one car) if necessary. In safety zones (such as near school crossings), the AI may intervene and take over in an emergency. However, the driver may choose to surrender complete control to the AI at any time. The destination is entered, and the vehicle will take you to your destination entirely by itself. This is particularly useful if you need to travel long tiring distances, or if you're unfamiliar with a route, or want to talk on your comm while en route. 
 
   While not restricted, ownership of more than one PTV per household is discouraged, and the use of the Public PTV (PPT) system encouraged. The "Peetees" are analagous to taxis, except that they come in all sizes from two-person to mini-bus, and they are completely controlled by the AI. A PPT account allows the commuter to call for a public PTV at any time. This arrives very promptly as a coordinating computer has the optimum number of units available in all areas at all times. The journey is charged to the customer’s account, and that is the only expense involved. Savings on costs of ownership such as fuel, maintenance, insurance and depreciation, very quickly make this a great financial benefit. The AI in each PPTV also knows how to deal with all sorts of special situations ranging from medical emergencies to to drunks vomiting, so you can be assured that your trip will always be fast and pleasant. They also coordinate with mass-transit systems to provide even cheaper and quicker transport. 
 
   For a more in-depth look at PTVs, see the article by McClaw in this book.
 
    
 
   How do you solve the problem of the urine and feces of chakat kittens? 
 
    
 
   Simple diapers are good enough for chakat kittens for the few days until they get mobile. Kittens start getting around by themselves very quickly, and at that point they are introduced to the sandbox. They have very strong toilet instincts, and will almost always immediately start using that. After a few days, they will not excrete without being in the sandbox. When they are old enough to understand, then they are trained in the use of a child’s seat on the normal taur toilet. So why don't you see diapers in pictures? Heck, I'd take them off to take family photographs. Wouldn't you?
 
    
 
   How many digits (fingers and thumb) on their hand do morphs have? 
 
    
 
   Despite some erroneous images drawn by various artists, most morphs have five digits on their hand, not four. While there are some exceptions, morphs have five digits because they are engineered with human genes which specify the five digits. To create a morph with a different number requires additional, and usually pointless, extra work. Of course some were nevertheless created with four digits only during the period before the Gene Wars, and several survived those wars. 
 
   Rakshani also have five digits and, allowing for fur and claws, are remarkably like human hands. Caitians, however, possess only four digits which are thicker and shorter than the Rakshani. Incidentally, the Caitian people use a base eight number system directly because of this. While Caitans in general have a strong facility with languages, dealing with the common base ten number system used by other Federation members remains a constant stumbling block. 
 
    
 
   What is the difference between Star Fleet and the Star Corps? 
 
    
 
   Star Fleet and Star Corps are the two arms of the Federation’s Stellar Services, and are broadly split between military and non-military. More specifically, Star Fleet are both the police and the navy of the Stellar Federation. They are responsible for policing interplanetary matters, patrolling space between member planets, defending them against hostile forces, exploring new star systems and surveying new planets for potential exploitation, and First Contact situations. Star Corps takes over from where Star Fleet leaves off. Once Star Fleet has done the basic survey of the new planet and determined that it is (1) not inhabited or already claimed, (2) not inherently unsafe, and (3) is suitable for exploitation, it is signed over to the Star Corps for development. Depending on what it's suitable for, they then handle full-scale exploration and mapping, identification of resources and how best to exploit them, and for worlds suitable for colonisation, preparing settlements, colony teams and logistical services. Star Corps remains in control until the new world becomes self-sustaining. The Star Corps ships are non-military, but may carry heavy defences and some basic weapons in case of encountering unknown hostiles. 
 
    
 
   According to the Lonely Stellar Guide to Chakona, Chakona has an eight day week. This leaves me confused about the timing of such things as weekends and the names of days. 
 
    
 
   Nobody thought to name the days when they made it an eight day week, but through general usage from sheer lack, they became known as Firstday, Seconday, Thirday, Fourthday, Fifthday, Sixthday, Seventhday, and... what was that last one again? Oh yeah, Eighthday! Fiendishly clever, hey? As for a weekend, the free structure of the working week on Chakona has left that world without the traditional style weekend, but typically most people’s schedules have Eighthday in common as a day off, so large events can be planned around that. 
 
    
 
   Is Chakat breast milk and milk water ever used in recipes? (e.g. Auntie’s Special Milkshakes?) 
 
    
 
   If a chakat has excess breast milk, it is never wasted, and putting it into cooking is a common occurrence. Note that CKF will break down under high heat conditions, so a cake made with chakat milk will not trigger mother’s milk production in other chakats, nor will it provide the vital nutrition for very young cubs. Cold foods like milkshakes or ice cream will retain the CKF. Milkwater usually isn't used for cooking because, unlike lactation, that isn't constantly being produced. It is only replenished if it is used. It is also reabsorbed if the chakat is starving, or a ready-boost in high-energy activities from sport to sex. 
 
    
 
   In addition, do chakats require fortified foods, seeing as ‘normal’ foods may not contain those nutrients that exist in breast milk? 
 
    
 
   Special components of chakat breast milk such as the CKF that is essential to a cub’s normal growth are manufactured in the breasts. A chakat mother only has to eat a normal balanced diet to produce these ingredients for the cub, and once past the nursing stage, the cub no longer requires those extra components. 
 
    
 
   What proportion of the pre-Gene Wars morphs were stupid or smart? 
 
    
 
   Broadly speaking, there were three types of morphs when talking about their intelligence - [1] Sex toys, [2] Pets, [3] Servants (including war-beasts) 
 
   Roughly 8 out of 10 of the morphs bred primarily for sexual purposes were given the neural inhibitor that kept their intelligence low. The remainder had average intelligence for various reasons, such as more creative love-making or performing other duties that required the ability to think. 
 
   Morphs bred as "pets" were generally smarter than the BBVs (Big Breasted Vixens) but still below average intelligence. Other treatments kept them docile. 
 
   Morphs bred as companion creatures or as servants were of medium to high intelligence. These were the true slaves as they were the ones that were the equal of humans in every way, but kept in line with physical, legal and other restraints. Many morphs were bred by the military as the so-called "war beasts", and definitely needed intelligence to be useful. However, they were also the most dangerous to humans, irrespective of which side of the conflict they were. 
 
   By the time that the wars started, the morph population numbered in the millions. Being stupid, the sexual playthings such as the BBV's were the ones that were least equipped to survive. However, as mentioned in the stories, many fox morph species survived due to unrestrained breeding, and this was true of several other species bred for sex, such as the rabbits, cats and canids. This is a large factor in the modern morph population’s proclivity for sex as the vast majority are fully or partially descended from former sex slaves. The pet types generally died out. They lacked the skills to survive, and humans could not afford to keep them during wartime. Ironically, despite being stupid, the sex slaves survived better because no matter how bad things got (and perhaps because they got bad), humans always wanted sex. 
 
   But now we come to the intelligent sevants. Many actually welcomed the wars which frequently broke down the fabric of society, and thus removed many of the restraints upon them. These ones banded together for strength, sometimes forming alliances with humans that had been opposed to morph slavery. Many of these morphs survived, and it was these and their descendants who were primarily involved in the Great Reconstruction until the stupid ones had their neural inhibitor disabled. 
 
   By the way, don't over-analyse this neural inhibitor. How exactly it worked and how it was disabled is irrelevant. All you need to know is that it was a primitive form of slave control in comparison to that now used by the slave breeders of the Non-Aligned Worlds. 
 
   So, to sum up, while there were a huge number of really stupid morphs in the world before the Gene Wars, there were still plenty of intelligent ones, and even if a large proportion of the total population were killed, the sheer size of the population meant that there were still plenty around. Depending on where in the world you were, the portion that survived ranged from almost none to almost all. 
 
    
 
   Real cats have scent glands on their faces with which they mark their friends and owners. Do chakats have the same thing? 
 
    
 
   Yes, chakats do a have a scent marker, but it's subtle and only noticeable to species who also have a good sense of smell. Humans and many morphs would not smell it. 
 
    
 
   You mentioned Cheetah Chakats more than a few times, but you've never explained this fully; how can you be a ‘cheetah’ chakat, if chakats aren't felines? 
 
    
 
   Firstly, although chakats are hybrids, they are still predominantly feline. The cheetah chakat is a variation on the standard chakat. Although they still possess most of the standard features of chakats, they have been optimised for speed. They don't have handpaws because they need paws more suitable for running. They have a leaner and more flexible body, and no mane to add wind resistance. They are able to run almost as fast as a natural cheetah, but running is not their only forté. In fact ALL their reflexes have been tuned for extremely fast reactions, and they are exceptional pilots, and excel at any activities that require very fast reaction speeds. They all are cheetah-patterned, unlike the random patterning of the normal chakats. 
 
    
 
   What were the Gene Wars like? 
 
    
 
   The participants had a whole slew of ideological, political, economic and social reasons for fighting, but the morph slaves were a major bone of contention only in the latter stages of the Wars after many of them became willing fighters on the behalf of humans who wanted to see them freed. The problem with the Gene Wars is that it was a lot like the Civil War in the states, only on a global scale. In some areas it was brother against brother, in others you could have a whole town/county/state/country in agreement. The same problem occurred with the different militaries – some would be torn from within, while others were on one side or the other. A few areas were nuked (the first showing the rest of the world that this was a serious fight) while others were completely untouched. The Wars weren't a continuous series of battles, but rather a series of major conflicts interspersed with periods of major political and social instability. Some parts of the world could enjoy relative peace while devastating battles were fought elsewhere, and years later the situation could be reversed. Later during the Wars, someone in an anti-fur faction mixed up a virus that killed off half the morphs. The same virus mutated and turned out to be even better at killing off humans – taking out ninety percent of those remaining. The massive population drop was one of the major reasons for the end of the wars. Unless the remaining humans wanted to drop back to the stone age (well bronze age) they would need furry help – as equals – not slaves. 
 
    
 
   What does the former United States look like politically in the post-Wars era? 
 
    
 
   John Plunkett has provided a basic map that shows how the former USA is now divided into seven provinces. Five of them – Oregon, California, Dakota, Michigan, and New England – belong to Greater North America (GNA) which also includes Canada (except Quebec) and half of Mexico, while Texas and Ozarkia are part of the Holy Christian Kingdom of North America (HCKNA). 
 
   North America was largely depopulated during the Gene Wars, except for some small enclaves. Not a few of those enclaves were reclusive, survivalist types to start with; once things calmed down they came out of their bunkers and set up towns. The towns grew, and some of them banded together into confederations. The HCK started this way; over time the confederation solidified into a nation. There are plenty of other towns and confederations who never got large or powerful enough to resist when UNTWG came through. They bowed and scraped when the troops were present, then mostly went back to doing their own thing once the soldiers were gone. 
 
   There's plenty of empty land in which other, late-coming settlers might plop down a village. Plenty of areas in North America have retained a "frontier" reputation that's persisted into the modern age. Oregon Territory is one example. It's ostensibly under UNTWG’s control, but given how rough the terrain can be and how sparsley populated it is, evading governmental scrutiny isn't particularly difficult. 
 
   The Wolftaurs and Foxtaurs complcate matters a bit. The greatest concentration of Foxtaurs can be found in California and Oregon Territories, while the Wolftaurs mainly live in Dakota Territory. 
 
   The HCK occupies Texas and Ozarkia Territories. The treaty zone (western half of New Mexico) is claimed by the HCK but was ceded to UNTWG under the Ozark Treaty, which grants limited autonomy to the HCK (and also to the Wolftaur Packs and the Foxtaur Clans). The treaty border is the Rio Grande. 
 
   Michigan and New England Territories are settled by Terrans and others who moved in after Reconstruction. New England has been reconstructed fairly heavily; Michigan still has a lot of hot spots, toxic zones, old ruins, and other wastelands. 
 
   "Sepratists" towns could easily exist in the western and southern parts of Michigan Territory, away from where pre-war cities used to be. They could also be found in Dakota Territory; the zone isn't entirely controlled by the Wolftaurs. The borders of some Wolftaur reservations aren't clearly defined, or are contested, which gives non-Wolftaur settlers a toehold. Wolftaurs do tend to agressively defend what they consider theirs, so rumbles with the Sepratists (and ordinary settlers) are fairly common. UNTWG does what it can, which isn't a great deal. 
 
    
 
   What about the rest of the world? 
 
    
 
   The worldwide conflicts resulted in invasions, take-overs, annexings, amalgamations and other events that drastically reduced the number of nations on Earth. Some lands were so completely ruined by warfare that most areas are quarantined. Some small countries that had gained their independence could no longer support themselves and were re-absorbed into the parent nation. Some struggling countries were forced into making unions. The newly formed United Nations of Terra World Government formalised and enforced the new borders. While cultural and political differences still abound, nowadays instead of forming a new independent country, a self-regulating territory within the nation is established, giving them the security of the larger nation but more freedom to follow their own lifestyle.  While not perfect, it has enabled a period of peace that has lasted a couple of centuries so far.
 
    
 
   The first chakat cubs were born of five Bengal Tiger surrogate mothers. Why tigers and not some other intelligent host mother? Why only five? How could they create a viable population from so few? 
 
    
 
   Tigers were used as surrogate mothers for the Alphas for several reasons:
 
   1. Their sheer size enabled them to carry a large taur cub easily.
 
   2. Their feline instincts worked best with the empathic cubs.
 
   3. They needed to be genetically modified in order to provide the ideal environment for the developing chakat foetuses, and to provide the correct milk after the cubs were born; something you wouldn't want to inflict on a person, no matter how enthusiastic they might be.
 
   4. The chakats were the Turners’ children, having never had human children of their own, so there was an element of not wanting to compete with a sapient surrogate. 
 
   The single-hearted Alphas were a "Proof of Concept", which enabled them to keep developing the species further, adding such things as the double-heart system, regenerative abilities, etcetera. 
 
   More tigers were brought in after the initial five once the surrogate process was proven to be totally satisfactory. 
 
   Some of the maturing Alphas mated with ordinary felitaurs, wolftaurs, and foxtaurs, and of course produced all-chakat offspring due to the programmed genetic dominance, but it did help in lessening the inbreeding of the Alphas.
 
    
 
   How many breasts can a foxtaur have on their upper and lower torso? 
 
    
 
   All foxtaurs in the Chakat Universe have only one pair of breasts on the upper torso, except for the Golden Foxtaur breed which has two pair. That was an unauthorised addition to their genetic make-up that one employee of the genetic lab put in just for his own kinks. However, the gene was made super-dominant and linked with the fur colour, so any species of foxtaur that interbreeds with a Golden Foxtaur will always produce a kit with gold fur and four breasts on the females. 
 
   On the lower torso, there are only vestigial nipples from the base fox template, but on very rare occasions there are throwbacks where the vestigial nipples may develop into typical animal udders, similar to breasts. This typically happens only when the vixen is pregnant though. 
 
    
 
   What drive systems do starships have? 
 
    
 
   A starship has two main drive systems - Warp drive and a reaction drive. The reaction drive is used for manoeuvring and travel within a gravity well that won't allow the warp drive to engage. Once far enough out of the gravity well, the warp drive can be engaged. However, that doesn't mean that it goes straight into FTL speed. At a warp factor of less than 1 (e.g Warp 0.3), it acts like a reactionless drive - warping space to pull the ship along. This can accelerate the starship to a large percentage of the speed of light. That's when time dilation becomes a factor. However, once it exceeds Warp 1, it effectively drops out of the normal universe and is subject to different physical laws. Time dilation does not occur due to its speed. There are other factors that affect relative time, but they are trivial and easily compensated for. Goldfur works on a Star Corps ship which frequently utilises sub-lightspeed warp to make swift passes through a star system in order to do scans of planets, etcetera, in passing, scans that can't be done in FTL. Hir aging has thus been slowed down a fraction relative to the rest of hir family back on Earth. 
 
    
 
   When and how does Territorial Attachment Syndrome (TAS) affect foxtaurs? 
 
    
 
   First of all I need to give a bit more detail on the nature of foxtaurs and their attachment to the land. While few people ever mention psionic Talents in association with foxtaurs, they do all have a very specific form of Empathy. (You didn't think the Turners developed that out of thin air, did you?) Like many new things, this empathic nature was an unexpected development that stemmed from the incomplete understanding of genetics at the time. In other words, it was an accident. (Skunktaur Talents anyone?) In trying to give their new creations a mindset that made them very attuned to their homelands, the genetic engineers unwittingly put into place the seeds of TAS. Because the very first generation of foxtaurs was bred straight out of the gene construct facilities, they never got the chance to have this trait manifest itself. However, when the first of the natural-born foxtaurs kits were growing up, they had this subtle empathy giving them an affinity for their home territory. However, it's the final stage of the maturing process (around the age of 19-20) that locks the affinity into full-blown Territorial Attachment. If the foxtaur succumbs to TAS, its strength can vary. Some can barely stray from their territory for an hour before needing to return. Others could go for a couple of days. In either case, it cannot be resisted. TAS is however treatable, although not completely curable. 
 
   A foxtaur’s territory does not have to be a forest or clan grounds; it can just as easily be a township or a starship, and it is for this reason that foxtaur spacers with children at the vulnerable age will spend longer time on shore leave than normal to disrupt the bonding with just their ship. The use of a holosuite to reproduce other environments won't work because although their eyes might see a forest or a beach, they still subconsciously empathically sense the ship. However, it's not like it's flicking a switch and TAS is turned on. If the young-adult foxtaurs only stay on the ship for a couple of weeks and have a week’s shore leave, it's almost certain that TAS won't set in. Also as previously mentioned, it varies in strength from person to person. It's possible that a foxtaur who is TAS-attached to his or her ship can go on shore for a couple of days before the itch to return gets too strong. 
 
   And as a side note, ever wonder why the inter-clan baseball games (and other sports) are so actively supported by all the clans? Yes, it's to give their children the opportunity to avoid becoming restricted to their home lands. One of these days, that could be a critical capability. And one last factoid – TAS has been eliminated from the Stellar Foxtaur breeds. 
 
   Are there kangaroo morphs in the Chakat Universe?  If so, do males have pouches, and females have normal breasts?  Can they walk or only hop? 
 
   Yes, there are kangaroo morphs, and I actually used a couple in my second ever Forest Tales story. Although only female roos have pouches in nature, all morph roos have pouches. This is due to the fact that the genetic engineers who originally created the morph species wanted it that way. "They're kangaroos, so they ought to have pouches!" Of course the males have no teats in theirs, but they do find them handy for storing their wallet and keys. Female morph roos do have human-like breasts in addition to teats in their pouch. They need the teats still because like their natural cousins, they give birth to an immature foetus. Unlike natural roos, they do assist the foetus to get safely to a teat where it attaches itself and grows to about normal baby size. However, due to the fact that the morphs are upright walkers and not as effectively built to carry a large child, there comes a time when the joey gets too big for her pouch, but still needs to be milk fed. That's when the upper breasts start lactating and the child is nursed in the normal way. Unlike natural roos, morphs keep their pouches a lot cleaner and drier. Also unlike natural roos, they can move their legs independently to walk, but they do usually hop rather than run. 
 
    
 
   Where can I find wolftaurs living? 
 
    
 
   While wolftaur packs can be found throughout Greater North America, they are most common around Dakota Territory and westwards to the coast. About three quarters of all wolftaurs live in these packs, but the rest have rejected this lifestyle to live much as other morphs do, or to form compromise lifestyles similar to the foxtaurs. There is also a wolftaur village on Chakona, settled by those who wanted a foxtaur village style of living without too much interaction with others. The rest can be found all over the world and in just about any situation where other morphs can be found, including Star Fleet, so it's obvious that the pack lifestyle is partly cultural rather than just instinctive. 
 
    
 
   What are wolftaurs like physically? 
 
    
 
   Biologically, they are more primitive than foxtaurs because they were the very first taurs created. Unlike the foxtaurs, there wasn't any attempt to make their sexual characteristics more human-like, so they retain the penile bulge in the males, and canine vagina of the females. Although the bitches do have breasts on the upper torso, they are usually smaller than average, and the mammaries on the lower torso often develop also when they are pregnant. Because they were created as war beasts, they are strong and tough, although despite their looks, not stronger or tougher than the foxtaurs who were bred to replace them. 
 
    
 
   What are wolftaurs like socially? 
 
    
 
   Within the packs, it's very similar to normal wolves, with dominant males and females. Their numbers are far fewer than foxtaurs due to this fact as it restricts the number of births, and their lifestyle tends to shorten their life spans. Civilised wolftaurs however tend to be very similar to average morphs in behaviour and life span, although with stronger influence from instincts. The low numbers outside of the packs means that it's hard for them to find mates, but bitches in heat are very unfussy about partners when they want to quell their urges. Wolftaurs can interbreed with foxtaurs and other canine taurs (and even chakats), with mixed results. 
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