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The burgers at Max's
were grown onsite. Their slogan, pasted onto the sign out front,
right underneath Max's name, declared, "You can taste the
difference!"

Kitty growled as the
waiter-bot placed a burger-laden plate on the table in front of her
companion. Blake Starwater glanced up from the massive
double-decker burger. "What?"

"Revolting," said the
Felioness, turning her cat-like nose up in disgust. The waiter-bot
set a large tray of fried potatoes in between the pair.

"You know," said
Blake, snagging one of the fries and munching on it, "you can
infect my food with your negative energy. How about laying
off?"

"You don't need me to
infect your plate of murdered faux-beef."

"Kitty," said
Blake, "be sensible. You can't murder something that isn't really a
lifeform. And it is real beef. It's just
grown beef." He thumbed over his shoulder in the direction of the
kitchen. "The vats are right here onsite, we can go look at them if
you—"

Kitty hissed. Blake
put his hands up in surrender.

The waiter-bot,
having placed a dish of tunameal in front of the Felioness and
refilled their drinks, was now backing politely away. "Enjoy your
meal," it said mechanically, before hobbling off towards the
kitchen.

"Anyways," said
Blake, waving a hand at Kitty's dish. "You're eating tuna. Isn't
that even worse than me eating some unintelligent blob of unaware
meat?"

"Hardly. First of
all, my natural tuna versus your mutant,
grown-in-the-kitchen-of-a-run-down-diner so-called beef is not even
close to the same thing. Secondly, tuna is a fish. And fish are no
more intelligent than your mindless blob of meat there."

"Hey, that's not
cool, Kitty. I have a friend who's a Tunaman. Are you saying—"

"I'm not eating a
Tunaman, am I?" For emphasis, she dipped one of the potato fries
into the tunameal and then placed it in her mouth. She began
chewing, loudly.

Sighing, Blake
reached for his glass. He took a sip of the rabbithop therein, set
the drink down, and wiped his lips. After a moment spent sizing it
up, Blake took the giant burger with both hands, and brought it
towards his mouth. He looked over the huge beef sandwich at Kitty.
"Can I just eat my burger without your judgement, please?"

The Felioness dipped
another potato into her tunameal. "I don't know. Can you?"

 


"Tell me again about
this secret job we've got?" said Kitty.

Blake Starwater
and the Felioness walked through the winding streets of Pandora
City; they were just east of the gate that led into the spaceport,
on their way back to the Perilous. Blake,
holding his aching belly as he walked, said, "You know as much as I
do right now."

"So some guy, woman,
person—you don't even know who—contacts you, sets up a meeting for
three days in the future, but won't tell you what it's about. And
that's why we've been bumming around Pandora for the last couple of
days."

Blake nodded. "Pretty
much, although you left out the part about how our client
identified himself"—Kitty gave Blake a sideways look—"or herself,
as a whistleblower. I have a soft spot for whistleblowers, Kitty.
The world needs more of them."

"Sounds like trouble
to me," said the Felioness.

"Everything sounds
like trouble to you."

"Yeah, well, with you
it usually is."

"Hey, that's
unfair."

"I'm sorry," said
Kitty, wagging her tail seductively. "Are you mad?"

"I'm not mad,
Kitty."

The Felioness threw
her arms around Blake in an awkward sideways hug as the two of them
walked towards the gate to enter the spaceport. "Quick," she said,
"scratch my head."

"Kitty, we're—"

"Scratch it!"

Sighing, Blake gave
the Felioness's head a few brief scratches through her blond hair,
right between pointed ears. Then he pushed her off, and they
resumed walking side-by-side.

"You also left out
how the client has already paid us a small sum, up-front, just to
wait the three days." Blake rubbed his stomach.

"You know why you
have a bellyache, right?"

"Because you poisoned
my burger with your mind."

Crossing her arms
under her breasts, the Felioness harrumphed. "If I did, then good.
You deserved it." She stuck her tongue out.

"That's very mature
of you," said Blake.

"That's very mature
of you," she repeated, in a mocking, stupid voice.

"I don't sound like
that, Kitty. Anyway, the meeting is tonight. So we'll hear what our
man"—a look from Kitty—"or woman, has to say. And then decide what
to do."

They showed
their passes at the gate, and then entered the Pandora City
spaceport. The Perilous was presently
sitting in the short-term landing field. Ten minutes later, Blake
and Kitty were walking up the ramp into the belly of the
starship.

 


OMBot was in the
cargo hold to meet them. Well, it was there in the cargo hold,
anyways. The white and grey cylindrical robot leaned against the
wall, plugged into one of the ship's secondary mainframes. The
robot was making a sound like grinding metal—it was sleeping.

"OM," called Blake,
striding into the shadowed hold. "We're back." Kitty excused
herself and took the stairs up to the main deck. Looking around at
the darkened interior, Blake went to turn on the lights. "What's
with the mood lighting in here? Did you have a friend over?"

"Har har," said
OMBot. It beeped a few times, coming fully awake. "Perhaps you'd be
more of an energy conservationist if you ran off batteries, Mr.
Starwater. Powering down is only sensible."

"You have a point,
OM. I'm sorry. You're right." Blake returned to the robot's side.
"Picked up that thermal compression joint for you, by the way." He
held the small item out to the robot.

OMBot beeped and
reached out with a mechanical arm. The robot hobbled a short
distance away, and opened up its front panel. It began working to
replace the part.

Blake turned and
walked to the stairs. By the light controls, he paused. "I'll just
turn these back off, OM." The robot, busy fussing among its
innards, made no reply. Shrugging, Blake flicked off the lights and
turned towards the stairs. And stopped.

Had something just
moved over in the shadows in the far corner of the hold? Something
at the edge of his vision, or only his imagination? He squinted,
but now it was far too dark to see anything.

His stomach rumbled
ominously.

Putting a placating
hand over his gut, Blake shrugged. Just a trick of the light, he
supposed. Taking the stairs two at a time, he hustled to the
head.
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Their client
arrived later that evening. Emerging from the back of a pedcab, the
figure leaned in to pay the driver, and then watched as the vehicle
peddled away. Holding an oversized hat firmly in place, the figure
turned and considered the Perilous. Blake
Starwater, watching from the top of the ramp that led into the
ship, waved down at the new arrival.

"Come on up," he
called.

The figure scanned
the area in both directions, then came quickly forward. In addition
to the large, wide-brimmed hat that hid most of the face, the
stranger wore a large overcoat that concealed their build.
Interestingly, Blake noted, the coat was merely draped over the
shoulders, and not worn with arms in the sleeves.

The figure strode up
the ramp and stopped before Blake. "Mr. Starwater?" It was a
masculine voice. Blake put out his hand.

"I am."

The stranger made no
move to take Blake's hand. "Let's speak inside, yes?"

"Sure," said Blake,
watching as the figure hustled past, deeper into the open space of
the hold. A slight scent of sweat remained. Blake followed.

Looking around, the
stranger turned and asked, "Can't we switch off some of these
lights?"

Shaking his head,
Blake said under his breath, "Did I miss a memo about the lights?"
He switched them off. Some daylight still spilled in from outside,
softly illuminating the hold.

The visitor—Blake was
pretty sure that it was a man—finally seemed to calm a little. He
faced Blake and removed the large hat, holding it in his left hand,
and then held out his right. Blake accepted the fellow's furry
hand; they shook.

"You're an Erethi,"
said Blake.

"I am," the man said,
nodding. His shadowed face was dominated by a large, snout-like
nose, and punctuated by two tiny dots for eyes—eyes which blinked
and peered at Blake. Short fur covered the Erethi's face. His
white, spiny hair, freed from the confines of the hat, stuck up
wildly. "You're human."

"It's true," said
Blake.

"I've heard good
things about you and your ship, Mr. Starwater. I hope you can
help."

"Let's talk about
that," said Blake. "Upstairs. We'll be more comfortable."

"Thank you," said the
Erethi. Blake led him to the stairwell and then the pair climbed
the steps to the main deck.

Kitty was seated by
the table, leaning back so that the chair stood on only the two
back legs. She was filing her fingernails. As Blake led the Erethi
visitor into the common area, she glanced up.

"This is Kitty," said
Blake, indicating the Felioness. "And you know who I am." Blake
motioned to a chair. "Please, sit."

"I'll stand, thank
you," said the Erethi, looking around the common area. "My name is
Syzari Dotsam. I apologize for all the mystery. The waiting and the
lack of information. But no one must know that I've been to see
you. Hopefully, after you hear me out, you'll understand why it's
necessary."

"Whatever you need,"
said Blake. "Anything to eat? Drink?"

Syzari shook his
head. He placed his hat on the table, and then removed his
overcoat, shrugging the heavy garment off his shoulders. This he
hung on the back of the nearest chair—the bottom of the coat
settled on the floor. He wore a simple red shirt, which on second
look wasn't so simple. Thick furry spines covered the Erethi's body
like hair—this meant he couldn't simply pull on clothes as Blake or
Kitty might. Instead, the shirt was hung over his shoulders and
then fastened at the waist and underarms with velcro, which
facilitated taking on and off the garment. Syzari's trousers, which
appeared standard at first, were designed in a similar style.

The Erethi smoothed
the fur under his chin and looked from Kitty to Blake. Kitty had
resumed filing her nails. Blake was filling up a glass with water,
watching the Erethi. After a moment, Syzari dropped his hand to his
side and sighed loudly.

He told his
story.

 


"I work in the
propulsion lab for Tyson Dynamics." Syzari reached up and once more
began smoothing the soft fur on his throat. "Or rather, I did until
a week ago. I was fired from my job, because I had the nerve to
stand up and say that one of our designs was unsafe in its present
state. More testing, more development is required."

"What's the design?"
asked Blake.

The Erethi ceased
manipulating his fur and clasped his two hands behind his back.
"The power and propulsion system for a new ultra-speed train.
Locally, it would be implemented immediately to link Pandora City
with the west coast—the Sun Coast, they call it—where, you are no
doubt aware, the resorts see an ever greater influx of tourists
every month and have grown into thriving communities."

"I'm aware," said
Blake, nodding.

"I adore Pandora
Sands," said Kitty, purring. "So much sunshine. Will your job
require us to go there?"

"Err, not
exactly."

The Felioness made a
melancholy growling noise, and flicked her tail.

The Etheri continued,
"The rush to link the Sun Coast with Pandora City through simple,
expedient ground transport, is currently one of the major issues of
the federal-level executive elections here on Pandora. Each of the
candidates has a plan of their own, which they champion."

"I think I see where
this is going," said Blake.

"One of the
major players in
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