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He was partially human.

Cyrano DuPlenty was the Assistant to the Governor of Feline Station.  He stood upright on human legs, and wore a dark grey suit, white shirt, grey and blue striped tie.  His arms appeared human, but his hands were clearly feline.  And his face reminded Marshall Delano Smith of a pet cat he knew during his childhood.  The black and orange pattern on the fur brought the word “calico” to his mind.

DuPlenty stood behind his large desk and addressed Smith.  “The Governor would like to hire you, Mister Smith.”  His voice was definitely human male, with a hint of feline growl to it.

Marsh shifted slightly in the client chair and wondered just exactly what kind of job the Governor had in mind.

“Are you familiar with the term 'reconnaissance'?”

Smith looked at the man, er, being, with a great deal of reproach.

“Of course you are,” DePlenty said as he sat down.  Marsh noted that the office chair was much larger than the man, er, being, and had an idle thought that perhaps the Assistant shared the chair with one of the secretaries in the outer office.  “Governor Carastillo has been in contact with the Governor of Howlerville Station.”

Smith scowled.  He'd never heard of it.

“Governor Carastillo and Governor Barksdale graduated the Academy in the same class, and have had a friendly rivalry ever since.”

Marsh nodded.  “So they traded friendly barbs and jibes like 'I got promoted' and 'I just married this hot babe'?”

DuPlenty smiled.  Marsh noted the flat teeth of a human.  “Something like that.”  Then the assistant let his face turn serious.  “Lately, that rivalry has turned much more . . . serious.”

Marsh scowled.

“Governor Barksdale has decided that Governor Carastillo is a thief.”

Smith let his scowl deepen.  “How so?”

“There was an agreement between the Canine species and the Feline species, signed two decades ago, which included a non-aggression pact as well as an agreement to share mining rights to a planetary system known as Dragonia.”

Smith didn't change his expression.  This was all new to him.

“Governor Barksdale believes that the minerals, that is, the actual distribution of the minerals, was done in an unfair manner.”

Marsh listened closely.

“I will have the details sent to you,” DuPlenty continued.  “But the bottom line is that Governor Barksdale has become hostile to Governor Carastillo, indeed, the Feline race as a whole.”

Smith was surprised.

“And Governor Carastillo commissioned several investigations and audits, the results of which were sent to Barksdale, but the Canine government has rejected the findings.  He believes the Carastillo administration is complicit in the theft of minerals that should have gone to the Canines.”

“Conspiracy theory much?”

Both men, er, beings, chuckled.

“So it would seem.”

“So what do you want me to do about it?” Marsh asked.

“The rhetoric has become heated of late,” DuPlenty said.  “So much so, that we on Feline Station believe that the Canines are smuggling weapons onto Howlerville Station in preparation for a war with the Felines.”

Smith gaped.

DuPlenty nodded.  “Governor Carastillo believes that war is inevitable.”

“And you want me to find out if the Canines are smuggling weapons onto their station in preparation for that war?”

“In a word, yes.”

Marsh nodded absently.  “And how far is this Howlerville Station from here?”

“Three days travel by shuttle.”

“And how long is the assignment?”

DuPlenty shrugged.  “Open ended.”

“Right.  As long as it takes to determine the truth.”

DuPlenty didn't speak.  He remained still, legs crossed at the knees, hands, er, paws in his lap.  Smith noticed the ears on the top of the being's skull, and the whiskers that grew out from the nose, and the feline eyes with their non-human shape.  He didn't know why he was so interested in the physical characteristics of this person, er, being.  After all, he was married to, and had a litter with, a woman who was at least one quarter feline.

He filed that all away for future consideration.

“We will pay you your usual fee,” DuPlenty said, “plus a bonus if you can discover the truth quickly.”

Marsh nodded.  “I try not to jump to conclusions, sir.”

“And no reason you should.”

“I'll need a cover story,” Smith said, “a reason to be on the station.”

“I'll leave the details to you,” the assistant said.  “The Governor's office will provide you with whatever equipment you need.  Just keep us informed on a daily basis.”

Marshall Delano Smith knew this might be a very dangerous job, but could also be very lucrative.  While he wasn't destitute by any means, he and Katy had talked about leaving the station and finding a nice, peaceful planet where they could settle down and raise the children.  A big payday from a job like this would move them a great deal closer to that dream.

Smith stood up.  DuPlenty rose from his chair.

“I'll take the job,” Marsh said, and extended his hand.  The assistant extended his paw.  As they shook, Marsh noticed that DuPlenty didn't extend his claws, which he took as a kindness.  He also noticed that the assistant had a mechanical device cuffed to his wrist that allowed him to have an opposable thumb.

“I had a meeting with Assistant DuPlenty today.”

Marsh and Katy sat at their dining table while their four children sat in high chairs around them.  Little Charlene, the most human of the four, had learned how to use her hands to grasp food and stuff it into her mouth.  Her chewing motion was so exaggerated that her cherubic face was distorted.  June, the most feline, had learned to spear foodstuffs with her claws and feed herself.  Her black paws clawed the tray of her chair and left marks on the plastic.  Phyllis and Robert, both much more human than feline, were also deeply engaged in feeding themselves.  While they had formed a strong friendship, their parents had learned to separate them at the table to keep them from stealing each other's food.  Katy had given each of them tiny bends of macaroni, which she knew each of her children loved.

“The Governor wants to hire me for a job.”

That made Katy's ears perk up.  Literally.  She made eye contact with her husband.  Her whiskers twitched and the soft fur on her face stiffened.

“They want to send me to Howlerville Station.”

Katy immediately chuckled.  She grinned, but did not break out in laughter.

Marsh was very confused.

“The station orbits the planet Wolf.  The dominant species is Canine.”

“So they tell me.”  He was confused as to why she chuckled.

“I've never been there, but I think you might find that station is a lot like this one.”  She gestured to her surroundings.  “Where felines dominated the planet below us, canines became the dominant species there.”

“So I'll find all manner of dogs and hybrids there?”

“You just might.”  Marsh noticed that her mouth was still curled upwards.  “You might consider buying a supply of masks and filters to deal with the smell.”

Smith remembered the first time he set foot on Feline Station, and how hard his ribs hurt after he vomited so many times from the stench.  As he sat at the head of the table, he swallowed loudly.

Katy stared at him.  “Do you really have to take this job?”

Marsh began to understand.  “Well, no one has come to me with a new case in a week or two.  And this just might be good for our bottom line.”

She knew he was right, but didn't really want him to go.

“And it's only going to be for a week or two,” he said.  “I'll be back before you know it.”

She glanced at each of the children, then stared hard at him.

He interpreted her gaze.  “I took the job because we need the money.”

She held the stare and asked a silent question.  “What if I need you more?”

He didn't have an answer.

That night, they made love.  Marsh knew she wanted him because she wouldn't see him for awhile.  She wanted him to show how much she cared for him, and perhaps persuade him to change his mind about the job.
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He arrived prepared.

As the passenger liner docked, Marshall Delano Smith slipped on his filter mask, then gathered up his backpack and prepared to depart.  Once the door was open, he waited patiently for the other passengers to disembark.  Ahead of him were all manner of humanoid and almost humanoid beings.  Some were able to step easily along the aisle and down the ramp into the terminal.  Some walked on two legs.  Others on four  Others slithered.  Some ambled.  One or two humped along like sea lions or seals.  One tottered along like a penguin.  Marsh managed to walk steadily and remain upright.

The terminal was a lot like Feline Station.

Overhead was a set of framed windows that showed the planet below.  Space vessels of various varieties flew past.  Marsh noted that most of them were freighters or passenger-bearing shuttles.  He'd seen  videos from long ago of aircraft that circled an airport, and how they lined up to land one after another.  The lights in the sky, from the passenger liners and shuttles, reminded him of airliners that circled the airport while they waited their turn to land.

But one of two vessels caught his eye.  One of his hobbies was the study of Earth aircraft, so it surprised him that one vessel looked a lot like the SR-71 Blackbird of the 20th Century.  It was long and sleek, with engine pods on either side of the main fuselage.  From his vantage point, Marsh could see the emitters of the laser cannons that jutted from the wing roots.

But another vessel was particularly troubling.

It was large, shaded in black and grey, and was clearly a warship.  Lights shown from windows across the main body and across the top.  Marsh decided that those lights came from the bridge or command deck.

But why would the station have a warship nearby?  As far as he knew, no state of war existed between this station, the planet below, and anyone else.  Then he wondered if that vessel was part of the buildup of military hardware in preparation for a war.  He approached the customs officials with that confusion in his mind.

He handed over his passport to the person, well, being, at the kiosk.  At first glance, the being was somewhat human.  But then Marsh noticed that the humanoid form was covered in dark brown fur, and the face had a snout not unlike a German Shepherd.  The being was seated on a raised platform behind opaque panels.  Smith could not see the rest of the being's form, and couldn't tell if the torso and legs were fully human.

He stood, patiently, as the being went through the motions with a bored look on his, well, its' face.  Finally his passport was verified, and he was admitted to the station.

Marsh walked into a very large lobby area that was not unlike Feline Station.  The floor looked like polished marble, but Smith knew it was really hard metal plates made to look like that.  Around the circular area were planters from which trees and shrubs grew.  Marsh joked with himself and wondered if the Canines regarded the trees and shrubs in the same way a human would regard a urinal.  He shook his head and decided not to make such jokes while on Howlerville Station.  He turned his eyes up to see a clear view of the planet.  After a moment he focused on the rotunda and the people, well, beings around him.

What surprised Marsh the most was not the fact that most of the people, well, beings, that were in the rotunda were some blend of humanoid and canine.  It didn't surprise him that he saw some beings with mottled fur and flappy ears.  It didn't surprise him that some beings were very large, with heavy fur that covered the being's face like a sheepdog.  It didn't surprise him that some beings were small, with high voices that sounded like what he considered to be little yippy dog terriers like poodles and similar breed.

What surprised Marshall Smith the most was that many of the beings wore uniforms.  The colors were black and dark gray just like the hull of the warship, with epaulets that showed insignias that, to Smith's mind, were meant to show rank.  Most beings wore pants with a stripe down the sides, and black, polished boots.  Many wore hats with insignias that Marsh found ominous.  In a flash, he recalled the insignias of the Nazis during the Second World War.

No one at Feline Station had mentioned that Howlerville had so many military units in residence.  He filed that away for future reference, then went to find the company that had granted him a job interview.
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“Mister Smith.”

The being across the desk from him was a blend of black labrador retriever and some kind of humanoid.  The ears were at the top corners of the skull, and hung down over the sides of the head.  The eyes were spread across the top of the skull over the snout.  The fur was jet black, as were the eyes.

“I see you have experience in freight handling.”  Charlie Bragadosian, who was the Director of Human Resources, had voice that sounded mostly human.

Marsh thought of all the cartoons he'd watched as a kid, and how the animators had depicted dogs who, somehow, could speak perfect English.  This being spoke very well,  which made Marsh remember his first few days on Feline Station.  Beings of various blends had learned to speak a kind of standard English, and Smith soon became accustomed to that fact.  He knew he'd have to get used to the same kind of thing on Howlerville.

“Yes,” Marsh said as he cleared his throat.  “I worked on the docks on Feline Station for two years.”

“What made you want to come to Howlerville?”

Marsh grinned.  “I needed a change of scene.”

Charlie nodded.  The desk between them had a computer terminal on it and little else.  Marsh watched as Bragadosian used a stylus to make selections on the screen, then type into the keyboard.  “I can offer you comparable pay,” it said, “and should be able to get you started right away.”

Smith smiled.  “Good to hear.”

“Let me do some checking,” Charlie said, “and I'll get back to you.”

“I'm staying at the Baskerville Hotel,” Marsh said.

“I'll leave a message.”

As Smith rose, he had a thought.  “Thank you for the interview.”

“Sure,” Charlie replied.  “You'll hear from me later today.”

Marsh extended his hand, the gesture a matter of course.  Then Smith realized that his action, intended to show respect, instead was reminiscent of the long lost training method where human owners taught their canine pets to “shake”.

The scowl on Bragadosian's face said it all.

“Sorry.”

He found a restaurant.

Marsh took a seat in a small booth and was immediately attended by a waitress.  The being was shaped like human woman, but her facial features were like a terrier.  Her ears drooped from the sides of her head, and her short snout showed a black, button nose.  And her bluish-gray fur looked like it had been permed.  Badly.

“What kin I getcha?” she asked in a high, whiney voice.  She held a partially filled coffee pot in one hand and an electronic pad in the other.

“Coffee, to start,” Smith replied.  “Can I see a menu?”

The waitress, who wore the classic uniform, had a name badge that said Bitsy.  “Sure, hon.”  She slapped down a mimeographed page, then put down a heavy china mug and sloshed coffee into it.

Only then did Marsh realize that Bitsy had four arms and two legs.

“Back in a minute!,” she said, and skittered off.

Smith scanned the menu, then realized that it was written in a language he didn't understand.  He touched several places on the page until he found the universal translation setting.

The menu showed pretty standard fare.

As he read through the entrees, he wondered which “delicasies” his stomach could handle, and how many would be served in a dish meant for Fido.

Bitsy returned.

“I'll have the Mac and Cheese plate.”

She made selections on the pad, smiled very briefly, and hustled off.

Smith scanned to room.  As he put sugar and cream into his coffee, he noted that there were all manner of beings of canine descent seated around the diner.  Some were almost purely canine, others were mostly human.  Still others had tentacles and eyes on the tops of their heads.  He recalled his time on Feline Station, and the variety of beings that he's seen at the diners he and Katy had visited.  He knew that the diner on Howlerville Station wasn't really all that different.

He tried a sip of the coffee, then made a face.  As frequently happens, the coffee had been sitting around too long on the heating element, and the taste was, well, less than appetising.

Of all the beings he'd encountered on Feline Station, the judge who heard his request for a subpoena was a mixture of Feline and Jellyfish, and her appearance had disturbed him the most.  He hoped he didn't find a being like that on Howlerville.  His body shook in revulsion.

The two patrons at the next booth were served their dinners, and, instead of silverware, each being, mostly canine, dug their faces into their bowls and munched loudly.  Smith wondered if they'd ordered their kibble with a hint of garlic or lightly seasoned with rosemary.

Bitsy swung by and slapped a heavy plate in front of him.  The mac and cheese looked appetizing enough, as did the bread and tiny cherry tomatoes, well, they looked like tomatoes, that filled in the plate.

The waitress zipped away.

Marsh nodded, then looked around the booth for silverware.  Then he realized that most of the patrons didn't use silverware, and he'd have to ask for them.

As if on cue, Bitsy stopped by and handed him a set of knife, fork and spoon wrapped in a napkin.

“This is gonna take some getting used to.”

There was a message waiting for him when he checked into the hotel.

The electronic communications device showed text in a language Smith didn't understand.  He experimented with several buttons until he found the universal translation matrix.  A moment later the message changed to human English.

“Good news!  Report to cargo bay six at 08:00 tomorrow and ask for Rex Merloni.  He'll help you fill out the proper forms and get you started.”

“Great!” Marsh said to himself.

“Welcome aboard!”  The message ended.
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