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Foreword & Warnings

 

In the 26th century, things have changed.

Over the past century, a new sentient species has gained foothold.  Humanity has been joined by anthropomorphic humanoids, or “anthros”.  Like their human counterparts, they have grown, learned, and are basically citizens of the planet they call “Earth”.  Humans now share the land.

A better understanding of genetic sex and gender identity has lent to old slurs being re-appropriated. Gone are the days of using “hermaphrodite” as a slur for those who are trans, intersex, or otherwise questioning themselves.  The third genetic sex of hermaphrodite has been proven to exist in humanoids, mainly in anthros.

Power and climate issues are no longer a problem.  Combustion engines have given way to highly efficient electric engines.  Cars and trucks now get the equivalent of 50 miles per gallon (21.25 kilometers per liter) with a range of over 800 miles(1287.5 kilometers).  Charging such powerful vehicles takes under ten minutes.  Meanwhile, carbon capture technology has lead to “blue crude” and started stabilizing the environment.  Most “gas guzzler” vehicles now use gasoline/petrol and diesel from said blue crude.

A wave of optimization in computing has followed as the practical limit on technology was hit.  This lent to what the 21st century called “artificial intelligence” to be condensed down and be less power hungry.  Programmers took inspiration from the demo scene of the 20th century and crunched down old programs.

Recycling has improved so much that landfills are being mined and reprocessed into materials for the future.  Preservation laws have helped retain history in the face of a population that has achieved stability.  Education has been standardized across the land, helping increase understanding of the world and it’s cultures.

In the 26th century, things have stayed the same.

Society and politics landed in a cycle of boom and bust, of upheaval and peace.  Gains on one side of the political spectrum quickly swung back to losses.  Extremes keep fighting over territory while the middle just wants peace and progress.  In one instance, the Christian Church underwent the Great Reform of 2323, issuing a new Bible with updated stories and an explicit warning of it’s cautionary tales.  The clarified guide led to vast splits in ideology, worse sects of Christianity, and eventually a mass excommunication.

People lament that they want the status quo, to slow down, to let them get more used to changes occurring… but the folly of “go fast and break things” continues to reoccur and the old adage of “slow down and fix things” tries to catch up and repair the damage.

Laws have become corrupted and any attempt to straighten them out continues to be a challenge for fresh new lawmakers, lawyers, and the various judicial systems alike. In some cases, it has led to riots and insurrection, with the occasional violent revolution.  All of the above has lead to stagnation.

In the 26th century, things are changing.

Before the turn of the century, the citizens of Earth have learned, they are not alone.  A new, space-fairing species called Canmephians have visited.  Instead of conquering, they negotiated.  They used their own lawyers to create a treaty that allowed them to peacefully work out differences, built on a layer of hard, undeniable and extensively proven truths.  Countries that sign onto the Canmephian Terranian Treaty are charged to adapt their laws to those truths, to become more transparent, and to be more serving of the people they govern.  

Both parties of the treaty can call for an audit.  To date, no country has triggered a provision that requires the other party to go to war. However, the Canmephians keep having to audit the countries of Earth, or as the Canmephians call, “Sol 3”.  Rarely has blood been spilled, but the treaty clearly states the penalty for erecting roadblocks to an audit. No wonders why the Canmephians have to keep building embassy outposts.

In the 26th century, there is still…

...that old time rock and roll.

That kind of music that soothes the soul.

Folks reminisce about the days of old,

with that old time rock and roll.



Those last few lines are from “Old Time Rock and Roll” by Bob Seger.

Before the pandemic of 2020, I bought a character from an artist in the furry community, a three headed snow leopard.  That lead my coworker and I to write the story you’re about to read.

Please note, there is some violence and use of a word that was determined to be a slur in the 20th and 21st centuries.  It is used in a re-appropriated context as mentioned above.

This is the third edition, namely to have this foreword put in place to set context… and show people what the future could be.  I hope you enjoy it.

 

This book is dedicated to my mother, Linda Mary Fulton-Price, who died right before the pandemic.


Prelude
Arrival

 

Nobody knew where he came from, only that he came.

The day the Cairo branch of the Embassy opened, he stumbled in, beaten, scarred, abused, damaged. He would have died anyplace else, but instead he had fallen down on the floor where someone could notice.

And someone did. Medics were called. Conditions stabilized and checked. Fluids introduced and resources brought in. A double-headed African Dama Gazelle had collapsed... and was in critical but stable condition. His heart was going out, his lungs nearly failing, dehydrated, scarred, and one head's brain showing heavy damage.

The central embassy was contacted, and the decision was made. He was to be transportaled to College Park Station, ASAP. His condition was downgraded to hyper-critical.

Medics and technicians rushed him to the transportal room. Data on his condition and procedures taken sent to CPS's infirmary. Nothing left to chance, as one medic volunteered to ride along.

As the engineer on the controls started up the transportal, he stirred. The double-headed Dryger medic asked his name. In a short moan from his right-most head as the transportal fired off, he said "Mussi..."



The alarms were sounding off well in advance. The head surgeon, a four-armed Dryger by the name of Captain Mikail Markov, knew this alarm too well. He calmly set his coffee down, grabbed a data pad, and walked out of his office to the main area of CPS's Infirmary.

"ALLRIGHT YOU CUBS!" Mikail howled. "SIDNEY! YOU'RE WITH BJ ON THIS ONE! TRANSPORTAL ROOM WITH HOTLIPS AND CONNER! YOU GOT A NATIVE! AC! DC! TAKE OVER BJ'S PATIENT!"

A four eyed, four armed Drygerskunktaur acknowledged the order with a hint of tinniness, while a six armed, three eyed, six eared Dryger said "Gotcha" and handed a data pad over to a four armed Wolfskunk and a slightly elongated Dryger. The taur, Sidney, and the Dryger, BJ, headed into the transportal room, Mikail handing his data pad to BJ. A rather triple-busty Wolfskunk and a similar but less endowed Wolfskunk followed.

"So what do we have, BJ?" Sidney asked, the tinniness still apparent.

"Sounds like a case of overdue maintenance on you, Sidney." BJ said, pulling up the received info as the transportal started up. "Meanwhile, in the next 30 seconds we'll get a... oh boy, hook in Sidney! HYPERCRIT INCOMING!"

"A hypercrit..." Sidney started before the transportal revealed a patient being escorted by a near flat-chested, double-headed Dryger. "I'M LT KAMUND!" Shi started, starting to push the cart. BJ joined in the push with Sidney on the other side. "MALE! MAYBE EARLY 20'S! IMMINENT LUNG, HEART FAILURE! RIGHT BRAIN, HEAVY DAMAGE! SCARRING! MISSING LIMB! GUESSING AFRICAN DAMA GAZELLE WITH MUTATIONS!”

The cart is pushed out and BJ yells "WE GOT IT! SID! WE NEED A SMASH! FUCK THE ESU, WE'RE GEN-TUBING THIS ONE! CONNER! ON THE CART, I NEED A SCAN NOW! HOTLIPS, WE'RE PUSHING!"

The light Wolfskunk hops on the card with a hand scanner, straddles the gazelle, and waves the medical scanner over him as Sidney pushes from behind with BJ on one side and the busty Hotlips on the other. "Doc," Conner yells, "the lungs are nearly gone, the heart's racing, there's no central brain..."

"HARD RIGHT! BRACE!" Sidney yells. Conner grabs hold and leans into the corner into the Infirmary.

"...left head's brain is basically dead, right's slipping into a coma. He's running dry." Conner finishes, ducking under a support column as the group rushes up the ramp to the upper level of the regeneration tubes.

"Tank 1!" BJ yelled, and guided the cart over to a full tank's open top. Conner got off on the side, as BJ lifted the gazelle up off the cart, moved the creature over to the tank, and slipped him in. Sidney, having moved to the tank's overhead controls, tapped in the order to close the tank and start flooding the gazelle’s lungs with hyper-oxygenated nanofluid.

Lt. Kadmund looked on, and started to talk, when Hotlips said "The next few minutes are critical."

Sidney's fingers flew over the controls, trying and tuning to stabilize the gazelle's condition. "Come on, hon," shi said, "deep breath. You're safe. We got you." The gazelle mouths opened, and the last breath left out, flooding with fluid. An alarm blipped... but silenced when the gazelle started breathing.

"There we go," Sidney said, fingers flying. "Deep breaths. In and out. Let it seep in." Shi worked the controls, starting injections of artificial blood and nutrients until the gazelle’s vitals stabilized.

"How much time we got?" BJ asked.

"All the time in the world, BJ." Sidney said. "His heart is stabilizing into that regular rhythm now and he's taking fluids. Give him an hour for the UO blood we're giving him to turn into his regular blood. I just fired off the smash. He's stable."

"Oh good." BJ sighed, and turned to Lt. Kadmund. "So what's with this guy?"

"Good question," the Lieutenant said as they guided the gurney back down. "The gazelle just shambled in and did the flop in front of the receptionist."

"There's got to be more than that. You're from Cairo Branch, right? You're not open yet."

"We just opened. The timing is very strange."

"I'd say," a familiar voice purred.

"Admiral RedWolf?" Sidney asked it's owner, a six-armed, three tailed red and white Drygerskunk.

"I just got briefed", RedWolf said. "I'm annoyed but I'll deal with it. What's the condition of our friend?"

"Low end of hypercritical." BJ said. "He's in a regeneration tank now. He's passed out but not in a coma. Unusual anatomy. I think this is more a conjoined pair, but we'll see. Sidney's running the DNA sequencing and analysis now. I'm holding off on the mental poke-and-prod until he's in a better state."

"Ahh, okay, nothing different than what I would of done." RedWolf then turned to Lt. Kadmund and asked "You're Lt. Kadmund, right?"

"Yes sir!" Lt. Kadmund stood up and saluted.

"Admiral RedWolf, CMSC/CMMC. At ease. I'd chat more but you gotta transportal back to Cairo Branch. Hotlips, get Kadmund a new gurney to send back. This one's evidence, and Sidney may need it later. I'll square it with Mikail."

"Admiral? Is there a security breach I should know about back at Cairo Branch?"

"I'm not sure, but Cairo Branch is green-yellow at this time because of it. Commander Sphinx is talking with the local government now. I don't want to get you off your sleep schedule anyway. I'll visit when I get more info."

"Thanks, Admiral." Lt. Kadmund said.

"We get a name?"

"Not really. He moaned the name 'Mussi' but I wouldn't put stock in it."

"Hmmm... Let me call someone about that. Hey Sidney, how long on that smash on our guest?"

"Two hours for prelim results," Sidney said. "I'm playing it safe with the usage here."

Mikail came up to the regeneration tube the gazelle occupied, and looked. He studied it a bit more... and wondered...

"Hey Sidney, you're doing a full smash on this one?"

"Full slow one, Mikey," Sidney replied. "Only using a slot in the processing cluster."

Mikail looked at RedWolf with wide eyes and a grin. RedWolf said "All you, Mikey."

"Sidney," Mikail called up, "give it three slots, I'll authorize it."

Hotlips pulled Lt. Kadmund aside and said "I know that look. Better to escape now..."

"Dismissed, Kadmund!" RedWolf quickly said.



The gazelle audibly stirred from his bed, moaning and groaning, trying to get up and move. RedWolf, right at bedside and sporting three heads, noticed.  Shi said in the gazelle's tongue "Wait, shaman. You have found help."

The gazelle groaned, "Where is Mussi..."

"I may know someone who can answer that question, shaman. He will be here soon. But I need a question answered."

"Please ask..."

"I have knowledge to share, but I need to share it in a common tongue. I can teach it to you quickly. May I?"

"If it will get me to Mussi... yes."

"Please be still, this may be traumatic..." RedWolf held one hand on each head, and closed hir eyes for but a second.

"Oh... Oh my..." the gazelle said in English. "...I... we come from tragedy."

"That we do,” RedWolf said in english. “My name is RedWolf. I am a Canmephian. We come in peace. You had walked into our embassy in Africa and collapsed. You are now in our main embassy and our guest, but I must say you are no longer in Africa."

"My..." the gazelle said, using both heads, feeling with all four arms... feeling the regenerated limb. "...how?"

"Our technology borders on magic. We struggle to use it appropriately for good."

The gazelle shifted, sitting up and seeing RedWolf for the first time, the Canmephian bearing three heads. "We are Shaman Koslu, but it is hard to stay in sync. My left is Nathu, while my right is Tolta."

"I had a feeling you were two," RedWolf said with all three heads. "I am one in three. Whichever head's comfortable, just speak to it."

"How did you revive me?" Nathu asked. "I thought I was gone."

"The damage was only around your ability to move, Nathu. You may have lost that, but we can help you learn again. I know of another person who can help."

"Our son, Mussi," Tolta started, "You said you know of him."

"He is safe. He made it out and into Freeport. His path has taken a rather strange turn, though. It is a long tale, with an unsettling twist. My friend will tell it to you in full detail."

"Is there a cost to this?" Tolta asked.

"Tell me your story," RedWolf said. "How you came to be. How you came to us. What happened to your tribe. Use your mother tongue if you have to. That is payment enough. Others will join, but I will translate for you, for I think I have visited your tribe before... with a longer face."

"I remember you now," Nathu said. "Yes. Your voice is familiar. You healed my tribe once before. There is much to talk about."

"Let us talk then."



The conjoined shaman gazelles pondered the tale told by a terrapin, dressed in a suit, joined by BJ and RedWolf. 

"This... is a lot, Mr. Terry." Nathu and Tolta said in unison. "Even in such a short summary."

"It is," the terrapin said, "but my colleague, who is known as Elder, has been around longer than I have by many times. She has seen much more, and handled them all."

"And you have filled in much of the story," RedWolf replied.

"Has my son... my daughter... where is she now?"

"Nearby," Terry said. "In college. She's found a calling with photography. Producing a story with scenes of real life."

"She was always trouble. I would like to know her latest story..."

"That requires music," Terry said. "And RedWolf, I think you know the band?"

"Oh yes!" RedWolf said. "Mussi's latest story is the story of a train and a band called Throng. Let me get my gear…"


Chapter 1
Boston

*WOOOOOOSH!* *WOOOOOOSH!*

"It's out, Hauler!" a four-armed, four eyed wolf yelled back, holding a fire extinguisher. "And I wouldn't start this one up again if I were you!"

A horse stepped over to the back of the bus, and inspected the engine. "Yeah, she's a gonner. Served us well."

A cabbit, a cat-rabbit hybrid sporting four arms, four eyes, two tails, and a grumpy face also came over. Shi placed two hands against the side of the bus, leaned over, and asked "We're stuck?"

"We are. No way we're getting back on the road to Metroburg."

"Great." The cabbit took out a cell phone and dialed an all-TOO-familiar number. Once it picked up, the cabbit talked. "Elder? This is Killer. We're stuck in Boston. The ol' tour bus gave up the ghost... no, Hauler didn't shoot it."

The horse pointed two fingers at the engine, and said "BANG!"

"Okay, he just symbolically did. Looks like we gotta cancel our next few gigs... I don't know, this just happened. We'll figure something out... Will do. Tah."

"Hmmmm...." the wolf muttered. "I wonder if it's too late…"

"What ‘cha thinking, Lights?" Killer said.

"I got a friend who's putting together a revival of sorts, and would love to have a band on for the entire trip. Gigs are at each stop. The whole thing is on a train."

"Train?!?" a two headed gazelle said, leaning out of the tour bus. "Can we, Killer? Can we?"

"Heh..." Hauler said. "Mussi's excited. Think you can handle her while I handle getting this replaced under our insurance?"

"What's the name of the revival?" Killer asked.

"Station to Station 2." Lights said. "Let me call my old friend Rails, see if we can come aboard."

"Ooooh here he goes again..." Hauler muttered.

Lights pulled out his cell phone and called his friend. "Hey Rails? It's Lights... ha! Glad you remembered. I heard you're looking for a band for a cross-country Station to Station revival... In Boston now? House of Blues?... Oh no, don't cancel! Have you heard of Throng?... You have?... You would?... Can you meet me at the local Greyhound depot, preferably with a U-Haul truck? I'd like you to meet the band... Our bus broke down after a small gig. It's a goner, and we gotta get back to Metroburg, and if I remember correctly... Noyce. I think we can work something out by the time we get to Seattle."

Hauler nodded at Lights, while Killer looked on quizzing.

"Oh definitely. Okay, come over as soon as you can, we gotta get a quick contract signed. Are the other venues secured?... I think we can help with that." Lights then pulled the phone down a bit and said "Hey Killer, can you call Elder real quick? Rails needs some help with some of the gigs, and I bet we can borrow Scout." He raised it back and said "Yeah, let's get things together and hash out the plans. Glad we didn't do t-shirts yet..."



"It's unusual..." an old voice said over the phone as everyone hovered by the bus, "but me and Archer see no issue with it. Killer, get Mussi to print the agreement Archer just sent over. Rails, tell Mussi your travel plans. We'll get Scout to go through them."

"We'll swap emails then." a dark-colored, goat-horned snow leopard taur said among the gathering with Lights, Hauler, and Killer. "I take it we have a verbal agreement until I get the paperwork back to you, Elder? That includes the alt-weekly reporter we have on board?"

"That's correct, Rails. Welcome to Throng."

"Glad to work for 'ya! Welcome aboard Station to Station 2, a Nomadic Event."

Mussi came over and said "Excuse me, Elder? Did Archer send me a contract for a Rails here?"

"She did, Mussi. Can you print it out and talk with Rails? You're taking a train ride, and she's got the passes."

"Ooooh! Sure! I..." Mussi looked around.

"Hi," Rails lifted her conductors hat up. "I'm Rails."

"Oooooh! Hi! I'm Mussi. Give me a few, I'll get the paperwork with you."

Mussi was about to go but Rails said "Here! Take this." She handed the dual-headed gazelle a pamphlet. "Here's the stop list and venues I've secured. Send that to Elder and Archer."

"Mussi!" Elder said. "Send that over to Archer and Scout!"

"Right away, Elder!" Mussi said, before she nodded and headed back out to the bus.

"We got things here, Elder." Killer said. "I'll call at each gig."

"Sounds good." Elder said over the phone. "Hauler, you know what to do."

"Aye, Elder." Hauler said. "Already lined up a contract for a replacement and looped Archer in but it's in Seattle."

"That's our last stop," Rails said. "So, getting there's covered."

"And we're golden." Elder said. "Good job Lights. We'll chat later. Bye!"

"Laters" Killer said before hanging up the phone. "Well?"

"I got a tow truck coming for the bus, so we gotta empty it out now." Hauler said.

"I brought the U-Haul, and I got a shuttle bus rental coming in five." Rails said. 

"All right. Open up the truck, everyone gets to move equipment in." Killer said, before opening the bus. She walked in and said "ALL HANDS ON DECK! The bus is dead, but we got a gig. Everyone's hauling the rig into a U-Haul. THIS AIN'T A DRILL FOLKS!"

"Awww man..." a voice echoed through the bus. "...we gotta haul Coils out. He's hibernating against the back wall."

"Coils out last, Hayden. Equipment in the U-Haul. By the time we're done a bus will be waiting all warm and cozy for him."

"Warm?" a serpentine voice moaned.

"Heh." Lights said as he entered the bus. "Hey Hauler, we got a metal pail, a bottle of mineral spirits, and a full roll of toilet paper? I got another trick up my sleeve￹…"



"There 'ya go, Mussi." Rails said, signing the last of the documents behind the scenes of the House of Blues. "You're good to go."

"Thanks, Rails!" Mussi said. "Oh, Scout's asking for when the train leaves so we can arrange for a hotel stay."

"Ask Scout if the Taurn Inn nearby is good. I got a group deal with them for a few nights."

"Oh! That one is on our Awesome list! She'll have no problems, and..."

"ARRRRGGGGGHHHH!!!!" a three headed snow leopard yeowled. "WHO'S THE IDIOT ON THE SOUND BOARD? This is..."

"Guy named Waxman." Rails said. "Said he was the best." 

"FIRE HIM AND GET STEREO UP THERE!" boomed the cerberus feline. "I think I just blew out an eardrum."

"Oh great..." Killer groaned. "...We better get up there."

A short trip into the sound booth saw a old hound ignoring a double-headed tiger giving him the fifth degree... or could he not hear her? It was hard to say.

"Waxman, you said." Killer asked.

"I'm not believing him ether." Rails said. "Especially when they gave me a megaphone to get his attention."

"Ugh. He under contract?"

"No. WAXMAN!!!"

The old hound gave no response. Killer then snuck up on him, and gently removed the headset off of his head. He didn't even blink, like he was zoned out... and for good reason. His ears were completely clogged.

Rails shook her head, and thumbed down. She then motioned Killer to grab the chair and move it out of the booth. Stereo would take over. All nodded in agreement, and on a silent three, Waxman was pulled out and onto stage... to a pissed off Yukon being tended to by Hayden. Coils then wrapped around Waxman, and Hayden cleared his ears out.

Rails whispered in one ear of Yukon, "This is Waxman. He's fired."

Yukon cleared her throats and screamed "WAAAAXMAAAAN!" so loud a glass nearby broke. This startled the old hound, sputtering "Wha... whut? Can't a... hey, where am I?"

"Front stage, where you nearly blew out my ear drums on my outer heads."

"Front stage? I was last at the nursing home, in front of the TV. Is Springer on? Unusual controls on the TV..."

Killer groaned. "Come on, Gramps. Let's get you back home. Someone pulled a prank on you." Shi motioned Yukon and Coils to back off.  Coils released the old hound from the serpentine prison as Yukon stepped back. The cabbit road manager then wheeled the hound off stage.

Once the hound was gone, Rails asked Yukon "Are you OK? That's my fault for 'hiring' him. He was the last one before Lights called."

Yukon looked at Hayden, who said "Yukon will be fine. She'll have to use her inner head for monitoring but other than that..."

Stereo popped on the monitor saying "Sound check one two three, this will be soft. Resetting sound check."

Hayden looked up at the sound booth, seeing the two heads of Stereo up there. "Our savior! You're a few notches short, Stereo. Gimmie two. Yukon's going to be on central." Stereo looked down, pulling the monitors for Yukon down on one and three and mixing two as stereo sound, and pulling Hayden up two notches. "Check one two three. How you're doing Yukon?"

Yukon's center said "Ow... Drop it three, will 'ya Stereo? Waxman did a number on my outers." Norse meanwhile put hir earpieces on. Stereo pulled Yukon's monitor down and said "How's this? Better?"

Yukon said "Thanks. Gotta take it soft today." before Norse said "Stereo dear, please keep my monitor the same."

"Copy that." Stereo said. "Can I get a few riffs?"

Yukon picked up and plugged in her double Stratocaster, and said "You got it." She then strummed a bit, and started playing a bit of Jimmy Hendrix. Stereo then tuned the board and said "Oooh baby, there we go. Good and angry. Hayden, you're up."

Hayden joined in, seamlessly entering in the song. Yukon said "Drop it another notch, Stereo?"

Stereo dropped it down again and said "I dropped it two. Norse, your turn."

Norse nodded both heads and spoke into the mike, imitating Hendrix. Stereo kept tuning and tweaking... and came on at the end of the song. "Okay, I need Hayden's and Yukon's vocals. Gimmie some California Raisins."

Hayden grinned and said "Sign, Sealed, and Delivered on three!" He then smacked his drumsticks thrice and started up the song. "YEEEEAAAAAHHHHHAAAA!"



"What did you do? Didn't you think about the hotel image?"

The wolf of a desk clerk nodded twice, once per head, while a third said "That's why I went through with it. The hotel is listed as multi-friendly and our bookings are up because of it."

"But our regular guests are going to complain..." the manager complained, a short skittish male fennec perched on a stool.

"They haven't. They actually say they choose a public list first, from a band named Throng, because they have the best service."

"But the press might... EEEP!" The manager had turned, seeing the band come in, and froze in shock. The desk clerk turned, smiled at the sight, and said "Why hello! Welcome! Oh, hello there! Is this…"

"I'm Rails, and this group is Throng." Rails purred. "The cabbit is Karen, but shi goes by Killer. I called ahead on the phone."

"Ahhh, but..." the desk clerk checked. "...I hate to say this, but I don't have enough rooms individually…"

"Mussi and myself can take a double." Norse chimed in.

"I got Lights! Gimmie a King!" Stereo added.

"I better room with Coils." Hayden said. "He's got that... look again. I'll take a King, but with extra blankets."

The desk clerk tapped the keyboard and said "Okay... I need one more to pair up. There seems to be one extra in your group…"

Rails looks over and notices another taur. She turns and says "Oh, you mean Blacklight behind here with the rainbow tail? That's my sister. She's with me."

"Perfect." The clerk taps a bit more, "All on one card?"

"Yes," Rails said, producing a credit card and her ID.

"Okay. We do have a service for what I can guess is Coils to help him out of his skin, but that may blow your incidentals coverage…"

"Can I prepay that here?" Killer said. "No sense in having you have all the fun, Rails."

"Oh sure! Can I…"

"Here." Killer produced a corporate credit card and ID, and the clerk updated the systems. The manager by that time had snapped out of it, observing the professionalism, and said "You got this."

The clerk smiled on all three heads and said "Good good. Okay, let’s get your key-cards together and into your rooms. How was the after-concert party, by the way?"



"Whoa" Hayden said, observing the lights changing on the outside of the train. "This is just trippin'. You getting this, Jade?"

A mint-colored tiger was snapping away, purring "Oh my yes yes..."

Rails grinned, saying "Ain't it? They're my work. They change with the environment, powered by solar cells. The cars they're on passed FRA and several railroad inspections with the lights on and going without issues. Hell, the engine is a rebuilt FL-9 with the New Haven Railroad’s styling on it, but using the new CMP BH-3 engine and head-end power generator."

"Sis dear," the other taur said, "You're geeking out again."

"Oh, sorry Blacklight. You know how I get with trains."

"I'd like to know more..." Mussi then said, before Norse chimed "After your homework, dear. Papa Hauler wouldn't want you to miss that."

"Awwww..." Mussi moaned.

"Enthusiastic little one," Blacklight commented. "Maybe we can get some video cameras set up with her help so she won't miss a thing." 

"Oh! Can I Mama Norse? Can I?"

"Let's get everything settled in first, dear Mussi, and see about that homework."

"I'd like to interview you later about the train, Rails." Jade said.

"Definitely," Rails said. She then pulled out a radio, tuned it, and said "Station to Station 2 P98142, Charlie you read me?"

A small bit of commotion from the engine and the radio came alive with "P98142, Charlie reading 'ya, Rails. You the taur in the conductor's hat?"

"Copy that. Can you let us board? I got the train orders."

A conductor popped out and said "Oh hey! All aboard! I'll open up the freight car for your equipment."



As the train started to set off from Boston, everyone gathered in the last train. Rails sat down by the end facing everyone else. "How 'ya doing, Coils?" She called out.

"Cozy, Railsss," the four-handed snake replied. "Thanksss."

"Good good," Rails said, grinning. "Everyone, welcome aboard this nomadic journey. I want to quickly get you familiar with this train, since you're all going to be here for the entire trip.

"This car we are in is the Cedar Rapids, a great round-tail caboose, plenty of seating and great views. Bathrooms by the exit. I bet Mussi will spend some time here.

"Going forward, we have the Super Dome, which is the kitchen and dining car. Hold onto the rails as you switch cars and climb stairs. The kitchen is underneath. Don't drink the coffee just yet, I gotta swap it out in New York for something that doesn't start with 's'.

"After that we have the Minnesota River, which is your cabins. I'll assign them in a few moments. 

"Further back is the St. Croix Valley, which is the recording studio. It’s an open car, and some artists will work in there. I had you put your instruments there. Stereo, you may find the mixer a bit old and rustic. Feel free to play with it.

"We also have the Silver Quail, which is for the train crew. That's the crew sleeper. It's a bit tighter than the Minnesota River." 

"The Taos contains all your equipment and spare clothing. It’s a luggage car. Be careful in there. We got stuff tied down for a reason. 125 of them.

"The Lambert's Point is the Executive Suite. That's where me and Blacklight will be, and it's basically will be train and event operations management. The boardroom is in there.

"The Wisconsin Valley is the content car. Jade, your station has been reserved. We will have other writers and journalists along the trip at times. The connection is multi-provider cellular, so try not to be heavy on it.

"The Mohave is a general-purpose car reserved by our sponsors. They have a few setups in there. Be nice, they'll invite you in.

"And of course, our engine. Stay out of it. We get dinged by the Feds if anyone but the conductors and the engineers go there. I’m allowed in.

"Any questions? And Mussi, hold yours, I'll answer them all along this trip."

"Yeah," Hayden spoke up. "Where 'we going?"

The PA system popped on and a conductor started up. "WELCOME ABOARD P98142, STATION TO STATION 2. MAKING THE FOLLOWING STOPS: NEW YORK! PHILADELPHIA! BALTIMORE! WASHINGTON DC! PITTSBURGH! CLEVELAND! CHICAGO! ST. LOUIS! NEW ORLEANS! HOUSTON! DALLAS! PHOENIX! LAS VEGAS! LOS ANGELES! SAN JOSE! METROBURG! PORTLAND! AND SEATTLE!"

"Elder's got the PR going already," Killer said, "...and Archer's working out the ticket exchange."

"Oh, nice." Hayden said.

"All right, let’s get rooms settled in. Coils, you'll need to be in an Executive suite, so you're next to me and Blacklight. Everyone else is in the Minnesota River. There's four main suites and crash space for some of the short-term folk we'll be picking up starting in New York…"

Stereo grabbed Lights, nearly dragging him to her, and said "We're sharing a suite."

Rails smiled and said "Okay, and I bet Norse and Mussi will take another. Hayden and Yukon…"

"They need the separate rooms." Killer says. "We had an... issue some time ago. I'll grab a roomette."

"I'll grab a roomette as well." Jade adds. "I don't need much."

"Then it's settled. Next stop, New York!"



[image: ]Among Elders

[image: ]Everyone, I know you don't like it when I write here, so I'll try to be brief.

The bad news: The bus broke down. It's a loss.

The good news: MORE THRONG DUE TO VENUE CHANGES!

Archer and Scout are finalizing the full list with our new partner, and will have all the details, but this one can't wait.

NEW YORK! THE THRONG IS TRIPLING UP! The band will perform at:


	
STATION TO STATION 2 IN CENTRAL PARK DAY 1 WITH PENNCENTRAL (FREE!)



	
CBGB OMFG REVIVAL DAY 2. (SOLD OUT!)



	
RADIO CITY MUSIC HALL DAY 3 WITH PENNCENTRAL (ON SALE NOW)





I'm getting the t-shirts and merch re-ordered, but we WILL have stands at Radio City Music Hall for you to order and get shipped the new tour shirt. That includes multifurs! The timing won't be until DC at least.

One last thing, if you haven't guessed: We're joining the Station to Station 2 Nomadic Train as their house band for this trip back home. There's going to be a LOT more than just music, and I encourage you to join in the fun. That includes you eggheads out there. 

I've gotten some advanced pictures of the train, and oh my FSM! You got to see it. Our partner has said to look TODAY on the Northeast Corridor Line for train P98142, the Station to Station 2 train. You can't miss it, but PLEASE watch from an Amtrak, Shore Line East, CT-rail, or Metro-North station! Safety first. Squished fans are no fun.

More info from the train and from Scout. And remember, listen to your Elder. :)


Chapter 2
New York through Trenton

"Woooooooooow..." Yukon said, all three heads moving around to admire the elegant design of an empty Radio City Music Hall.

"You'll think we'd made it." Hayden said, also looking around as a union crew being directed by Coils and Killer set up equipment. Mussi kept snapping photos of the place.

"We haven't," Norse corrected in a godly voice. "This is our test. We have to earn it."

"That we must do." Yukon said with one head. Another head added "That we shall do." Her third followed with "That we are destined to do."

Lights came around with Stereo. "How are we doing?" Lights said.

"Give Yukon a moment." Hayden replied. "Hey, aren't you two supposed to be..." he thumbed the stage with one hand and pointed up with another.

"Sound guy's my old mentor," Stereo said. "He's pissy, but good. Call him Surround. I'll check his work but he's got a preset going already."

"Plus the lighting team's already set up," Lights added. "They're using better stuff than myself. The explosions are fully fake due to law, so no fireworks. They got a nine-screen setup for us to try out."

"So who's going to keep an eye on Mussi?" Norse asked.

"Mint volunteered and got Mussi a press pass." Stereo said. "The two will be covering from back stage. Should keep Mussi out of trouble."

"Or in the trouble we want her to be in." Norse said.

"Does Mint… er… does Jade know about..." Hayden asked, before turning a head to one side, implying a secret.

"No." Stereo said. "We'll play it by ear. We're the spares this gig."

Yukon's ears perked up, and she turned, all three heads' attention focused on Stereo and Lights. "You two not..."

"Not this show, but..." Lights said before Stereo pulled him in close and double-smooched him, lasting a good minute. Stereo then spared a head to say "We'll be close by and have our phones on."

"Take pictures, my dears." Norse said. "I doubt I will get to Times Square anytime soon. Or Grand Central Terminal."

Hayden asked sarcastically "Where haven't you been, Norse?"

Norse whinnied "Don't ask…"




[image: ]Among Hauling Horses

[image: ]Hauler here, calling in from Seattle. I'm not one to post to this here blog but someone's gotta do it. Norse and I had to ground Mussi. More details later, but more important stuff first.

If you're trotting around Philadelphia, and got Throng tickets, your venue changed. The gang will be at the Kimmel Center in a few days with Station to Station 2 set up in the University of Arts building nearby. Penn Central is the opening act. I'm not much into techno/dance/whatever it's called but damn they know how to make hard driving music good for the long haul.

For you intellectuals, Station to Station 2 has a lecture track, and I'm going to be missing Norse talk about hir homeland in Philly. Someone record it, will 'ya? Please? 

Talking about the train, if you're want to see it in action, I hear from the conductor there that you should be at a NJ Transit Northeast Corridor or SEPTA Trenton-line station. After Philly, the stations you'll want are the SEPTA Newark Line and the MARC Penn Line north of Baltimore Penn Station. I hear they'll switch tracks afterwards.

Now I don't want to hear any of you kissing the train head-on as it's coming down the track. I've had to slam my brakes on one too many people trying to do that on the bus. The train's hauling too heavy and you WILL be killed if you try to argue with it. No butts. Watch from the stations.

I'm getting word from Scout that Baltimore has gone big for us. Station to Station 2 is joining Light City Baltimore. We're at the Inner Harbor's Pier 6, playing outdoors. This is a full late-night concert and exhibit. Opening act is some funk fusion by Granny and the Boys, local to DC. They'll be coming up to play with the gang, takin' the train back. Hayden's got a lecture at Johns Hopkins' University Bayview on genetic engineering, so if you're that inclined, you got that to go to.

With that out of the way, let me tell you why I'm in Seattle while the rest of the gang's taking the Station to Station 2 train. Ol' Bessie, our tour bus, broke down hard. She was getting up in age and had an overhaul a few years back, but now she's gone. I called my ol' friend who makes tour buses. We're getting a much-needed upgrade.

Also, don' tell anyone, but Mussi's 18th birthday is coming up. More details on that soon. Over.



As the train rumbled up past Trenton, Mint sighed. She sent reports of the event up to her alt-weekly for publication... only to learn, she's been fired. A reduction in force, they said. She didn't want to believe it at first, but then friends in the office and now ex-coworkers called her to confirm. The trip was over just as it was getting started for her.

She saved her latest report, not that it was going to be much use, and got up. She'll have to tell Rails in the Lambert's Point the situation. Mint got up, and walked from her workstation in the Wisconsin Valley into the Lambert's Point.

Mint overheard Rails saying "I had this all calculated out. What happened? Either the error is me or..."

"I don't know who's to blame," Killer said. "I'm seeing added charges everywhere... it's making my eyes cross. All of them."

Mint meekly entered and mewed "Um, if you can take a break, I got even more bad news."

Rails double-face-palmed and said "Ooooh let me guess. The alt-weekly went bust?"

"Close enough. Reduction in force. They've fired me and won't be covering my part of the trip. I think Pittsburgh is the end of the line for me."

"I had you under contract. I need a lawyer..."

Mint by that time was at the meeting table... "Yeah, and..." she looked at the documents splayed out... "Wait... what accounting did... Um, what's this? I've seen messes before when I was an accountant..."

Killer said "Think you can unravel this pile?"

Mint shuffled things around, and said "The venue in Cleveland. Even for the distance that's too much. I think we got rogered there. You'll need the lawyer but what they agreed to was much cheaper than what they're billing now."

Killer looked at Rails, and said "I think Elder will want to hire her."

Rails said "I'm getting everything out for a full-fledge audit by her."

Mint said "Um... what about..."

Rails said "You're staying on board. Continue to cover and report, as your adventure just made an interesting twist."



[image: ]Among She Who Scouts

[image: ]Hello all! Scout here. As you may have guessed, things have gotten a bit shaken up here, so let me catch you up.

Our old tour bus, "Bessie", died on us in Boston. She was on her last wheels as we were heading out from our normal concert when her engine cracked hard. There's no recovering from that... or so we thought.

That's when our f/x guy, Lights, called an old friend who's doing a revival of sorts. Her name is Rails, and she's our conductor aboard Station To Station 2. Yes, the band is taking the train!

Boston got a double dose of us, as we hit the House of Blues to kick off Station to Station 2 with the Blues Brothers Boston. We doubled up in New York as well, with CBGB's and Radio City Music Hall -- the latter with PennCentral! Plus, we had a free short concert at Central Park. We were so good that we got an open invitation for all locations of the House of Blues, so we're taking it Station to Station! Yes, Throng is touring most every House of Blues as part of the Station to Station 2 tour! 

That means your venue likely has changed. If you supplied contact info, our ticketing handler is emailing you with details. Some of you will be swapping tickets, so the faster you do it the better.

DC's venue is now the Verizon Center! Swap those tickets now, and we will have a swap booth there and at Station to Station 2's install on the Mall between the National Museum of Art and the National Air & Space Museum.

Also, as you know, Mussi is our rescue-turned-member who we're teaching through rock and roll. This is her first train ride across the country and she is sooo thrilled... that she neglected her studies. Norse has grounded her from the blog for the time being.

That's not to say folks aren't going to be missing out! As you probably just noticed earlier, Jade Brooke from Pittsburgh is joining us. She's a part-time writer and reporter, formerly from the city's alt-weekly paper. As you can see, that's some mighty fine reporting there! Hayden has coined her "Mint" due to her light green fur, and we may have a future membership for her in other aspects. Since I see you’re liking Mint already, give her a few hands!

That's all for now. I got a few more venues to secure, but Metroburg? You're getting us twice. More details later!

The Scout is OUT!



"You can't publish that!" a voice railed over the phone in the conference room of a modern law firm. "That is our intellectual property and you have no right to it."
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