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A short story and prequel to the epic science fiction fantasy series, the Grand Masters’ Galaxy. 

When Grand Master Griffin investigates a wrecked spacecraft, his efforts to rescue the survivors lead to feline disruptions of his plans. 
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The whine of a low flying spacecraft scored across the purple sky, and on the desert sands far below, a dark figure vanished. Vexed at the intrusion, Grand Master Griffin had thrown a cloak of invisibility around himself. Why was the ship intruding on this remote planet when he had deliberately chosen a site far from the normal routes for Space Corps flights? 

The steady drone of the jet stuttered for a second and the small ship veered toward the mountains. The Grand Master’s eyes narrowed in speculation. Seconds later, a larger ship shot into sight, following the contrail of the first. Laser weapons flashed, sending the first ship into an evasive zigzag path. In the air between the two ships, an expanding blob of light showed the smaller victim was also armed. The supersonic bang came seconds later. 

“Dagda’s horn,” the Griffin muttered in annoyance. He had to discover the identities of the people fighting in the skies of this uninhabited world. Of course, the ships were traveling in the opposite direction to his planned destination. Still invisible to normal sight, the Grand Master raced across the open plain. His lengthy psi-assisted strides covered thousands of paces with minimal use of his power. At each step, the soles of his boots crushed the blue fungus carpeting the ground, releasing the odor of rotten eggs. Ignoring the stench, he leaped onward. 

The two ships disappeared over the mountain peaks, while the distant sizzle of lasers marked their battle. A blast of light, followed by a loud boom, marked the explosion of one of the ships. The dull crunch of a ship hitting the ground was succeeded by an ominous silence. 

Seething at the waste of his energy in a detour, the Griffin leaped from the squishy ground and zoomed into the air. He rose into the wispy clouds to surmount the jagged peaks. Someone might have survived the crash. Catching sight of the man flying over the snowcapped mountains, two gossamer-winged creatures wheeled away in alarm. On the far side of the summit, the Grand Master descended at the speed of an arrow toward the blazing wrecks of the ships. He landed on the gray stones near a sluggish river of black water. His grim features shimmered into his public disguise of a bland-faced man with short curly hair.  

The red and black cross on the larger spacecraft marked a slaver shuttle. Grimacing in recognition, he understood the reason for the aerial battle. The smaller ship had fled from the slavers. In the fight, both ships had crashed on the rocky ground. 

Ignoring the shrieks from the slaver ship, he strode toward its victim, toppled on its side. The small ship, sized for two or three people, bore no insignia. Smoke poured from a gap in the twisted metal of the airlock door. The feeble groans of an injured person came from inside the damaged craft. 

The Griffin halted in front of the burning hull. Muting his psychic power to a safe level, he encased his body in a protective shield and dived through the hole in the door. Inside the cabin, he switched to infrared vision and peered through the dense smoke. A man dangled from the webbing of the pilot’s seat. The Grand Master burned the tethers with his psi rays and released the trapped pilot from the net and teleported him outside the ship with touching him directly. 

Lowering the man to the ground, the Grand Master assessed his catch. The unconscious man had the pale face of a lifelong spacer. His ragged clothes showed the gold star insignia of Space Corps on the shoulder of the gray jacket. Unable to touch the scout without harming him, the Griffin ran his hand a finger’s width above the still body to assess the injuries. As far as he could determine, the man had multiple fractures and internal bleeding. The scout was dying. 

The Griffin bowed his head in regret. His psi power could not repair such extensive damage to the mangled body. All he could do was ease the pain. 

Alerted by the chink of stone against stone, the Grand Master glanced up. A large black body flew at him. Flinging up a psychic barrier, he leaped to his feet just in time to evade the attack. Bounding from the ground, the creature snapped its hinged mandibles at him. The great claws slid harmlessly from the Grand Master’s shield. 

The black monster buzzed in frustrated rage. 

The Griffin’s universal translator deciphered nothing more intelligible than anger from the sounds. Blasting the beast unconscious, he silenced its inane chatter. He did not recognize his assailant’s species. Carapaced arthropods inhabited many planets throughout the galaxy. Was it a native carnivore of low intelligence, drawn to the crashed ship by the scent of prey? Or had the beast come from the slavers’ ship? Locating steel wire by his psychic senses, he deployed his telekinetic skill to fetch the loose cables from the wrecked ship. He penned the black shelled insectoid in a cage of steel. 

Glaring in suspicion at the crashed slaver ship, the Griffin firmed his disguised features. He crouched on one knee beside the injured Space Corps scout.  

The man groaned and his eyes blinked open, focusing on the Grand Master’s bland face. “Did I escape?” he gasped and grimaced with the agony of his crushed bones. 

“You escaped the slavers,” the Griffin assured him in a sober tone. “They shot down your ship.”

The Griffin raised the scout’s head a trifle and supported his neck on a smooth stone. Offering his bottle, he said, “Have a sip of water,” moderating his normal authoritative bark into what he hoped was a soothing tone. 

The injured man attempted to swallow the water. Little liquid went down his throat and a red thread dribbled from the corner of his mouth. 

“Tell me your name and I’ll send a message to Space Corps Admin,” the Griffin said. 

“Carlton. Carlton Makeley.” The wounded man stopped to gulp for breath between each whispered word. Another trickle of blood spurted from his flaccid mouth. The Grand Master supported the dying spacer on a cushion of air, half amazed at his unaccustomed gentleness. 

“Boy’s dead,” Carlton gasped. “Tried to rescue him. No use.” The man’s eyes widened and he cried, “My cats! Save my cats!” Exhausted by the effort of speaking, his head drooped onto the stone cradle. He slid into unconsciousness again. 

The Griffin shook his head. The cats and the dead boy were another mystery. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~  
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A hissing growl alerted the Grand Master to a new threat. He dodged aside and twisted to face his adversary, a sand-colored scorpion twice the length of his arm. The stinger missed his head, deflected by a small orange cat leaping to fasten its teeth on the segmented tail. The vicious creature whipped its tail from side to side, the fluffy orange animal dangling from the end. Losing its grip, the kitten dropped into the stony ground. The venomous tip stabbed at the fallen cat. The Grand Master thrust out his fist, blasting blue fire. Tottering under the psi blast, the scorpion staggered two steps and collapsed onto the desert sand. 

The Grand Master chopped through its neck with a laser-sharp ray, and left his attacker. He ran to the cat, amazed that such a small animal had the courage to attack the giant scorpion. He lifted the limp kitten and ruffled its fur, searching for wounds with his psi probe. When he moved its left foreleg, the kitten whimpered. Sensing the mineral of the bones, the Griffin located a break. He sat beside the kitten and crooned to it. This simple fracture was within his ability to repair by sealing the gap in the bone.  

While his psi energy bathed the tiny limb, the friendly cat rubbed its head against his hand and purred. Astonished by the cat’s lack of fear at his psychic emanations, he whispered, “Brave kitty!” The cat mewed and licked the Griffin’s fingers, apparently enjoying the tickle of psi power. 

It must be the spacer’s cat. Or had he said cats?  

Brushing his fingers over the soft fur, the Griffin gazed around the scene of the crash. He counted two wrecked ships, one caged black insectoid, one crushed scorpion, one dead human and this scrawny kitten. What else was in the ships? He had to check for any survivors. 

Placing the kitten in a depression he scooped in the sand, the Grand Master paused, uncertain which ship to enter first. The crackle of flames from the small scout ship made the decision for him. Dowsing the flames with an icy psi wind, he dashed through the broken airlock into the small cabin. Beyond the webbing of the pilot’s seat, he discovered a second person. A young child, merely a toddler, two or three years old by the size, was stretched on his back on the floor. The little boy was a limp corpse, probably dead for hours of some unknown cause. His wide brown eyes stared at the ceiling. He wore the clothes of a wealthy family, now torn and grimy.  

The Grand Master shook his head in sorrow. Another death and nothing he could do for these wretched people. Searching the small scouter, he found no one else, living or dead. Under the control panel, he discovered a fully grown tabby cat, still warm, but lifeless. A sharp piece of shrapnel had ripped a horrible wound in its abdomen. Sitting back on his heels, he gazed at the cat for a second before deciding to leave its body in the cabin with the child. 

Crawling out of the scouter, he jumped to the ground and glared at the slavers’ ship. He would have to check inside the charred hull on the remote chance of finding a living slave. The alien airlock had a triangular shape and the Griffin had to duck under the pointed apex. Inside, the scorched corridors had a hexagonal cross-section. Mounting his psychic shield to avoid hurting any survivors, he edged along the corridors toward the front of the ship. 

The flight deck had too many angles in the walls and the front panel was dull black with ridges and indentations for the controls. The crumpled black body under the panel had six limbs and a humped back encased in a glossy shell like the first attacker the Griffin had engaged outside. Sitting on his heels to examine the beast, the Grand Master could detect no sign of life. A dim memory coiled into his mind. The creature might be an Ixioth from the Urulian cluster. That alien race had a bad reputation over much of the galaxy. Three hundred years ago, their invading fleets had finally been destroyed by the combined efforts of the Council of Twelve. An unlikely cooperation, judging by his mere two decades of experience as a member of the Grand Master’s Council.

The Griffin stood and listened for a couple of minutes. A tinny sound repeated at regular intervals. Sensing through the partitions, he detected metal and flesh. He punched a man-sized hole in the wall closest to the sound and stepped through into the next passage. As he walked along another hexagonal corridor, the clink of metal grew louder. He halted by a gray triangle on the wall and ripped it free. The gray door opened on a small cell. Hanging from the ceiling panel, a dull metal net encased a wriggling body. Glimpses of pale skin suggested the exposed skin of human. 

Catching hold of the metal links, the Griffin melted a hole in the cage. The prisoner tumbled onto the floor and struggled onto hands and knees. 

A woman with a wild face and matted hair glared at him, her eyes round with fright. “Keep your hands off me, you blaggard!” she cried, clutching a
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