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"Do you really expect
to find someone here?" Kitty sounded dubious.

Blake Starwater
glanced over at the Felioness, standing at his shoulder. Her
whiskered nose was curled up in disgust. The interior of the pub
smelled faintly of sawdust and sweat and spilled beer.

"It's just an
interview, Kitty. Anyway, yes. This is exactly where we're likely
to find someone." He waved his arm to encompass the vast, dingy
room laid out before them, and by extension, the tightly-packed
collection of buildings outside. "Places like this, these outposts
beyond the jurisdiction of any one specific world, are
traditionally where you can find—"

"Lawless, you
mean."

"I admit," said
Blake, ducking to avoid a thrown bottle from somewhere to his left,
"it's a little rough." The glass bottle shattered on the wall
behind them, pieces clattering onto the hardwood floor. Laughter
followed from the general direction of the thrown bottle, but was
cut short by a pained holler.

"Lawless, you mean."
Kitty's whiskers continued twitching. "Come on, Blake. We don't
need any new crew members. Look at our last job. Infiltrating a
mega-corp. Getting the evidence to bring that politician down. The
two of us did just—"

"We managed to do the
job, Kitty, you're right." Blake began walking forward, moving
amongst the tables and booths, weaving his way towards the circular
bar in the center of the room. Kitty hissed with displeasure and
walked along, a step behind. When they reached the press of bodies
standing around the glowing plexi bar, Blake found a space behind
two Slothmen, neither taller than five feet, and caught the
barwoman's eye. "A rabbithop," he called to her. Beside him, Kitty
ordered the most obscure beer on tap.

While they waited for
their drinks, Blake turned to the Felioness, lowered his voice. "We
did manage to do the job. But it would have been far easier, not to
mention less risky, had we been able to simply enter through their
computer system."

"You mean, if Lillian
were around."

"Lil's gone," Blake
snapped. He ran a hand through his blond hair. It was his fault she
and the others had left. "But that doesn't mean our need for a
systems adept is gone. Not to mention a doc. It'd be nice to have
one of those on board again, wouldn't you say?"

"That's it, then?"
She licked the fur on her wrist in irritation and ran her forearm
over the blonde hair on her head, between pointed ears. "You're
giving up on the others coming back?"

Blake looked away. He
would never give up on the idea of one day reuniting the crew. But
for now, that reunion seemed unlikely to ever happen. The bitter
split down there on Foresthaven had created a chasm. And Lil,
Trace, and Beeker weren't coming back across it any time soon. If
Blake thought there were any chance they would, then he and Kitty
wouldn't be—

The barwoman returned
with their drinks. While she charged his creditstick, Blake leaned
forward over the two Slothmen. "We're looking for Sebastian Harley.
Do you—"

"Yeah, I know
him," she said. The woman was a Frost, her skin as white as fresh
snow. Her lips were a natural shade of blue which would have been
distressing on a human such as Blake. Those lips now curled up into
a smirk. "Over there." She pointed off to Blake's left, to the
quieter, shadowed region of seating where several long windows
looked out onto the barren landscape. "Leathers. Big bug eyes.
Can't miss him."

"Okay, thanks." Blake
took the drinks from the woman's snow-white hands.

"You lot looking to
acquire his services?" She eyed Blake and the Felioness. Blake
didn't answer. "Well, you take him out of here, then it's me will
be thanking you." She chuckled at Blake's confused look and slipped
away down the bar to help another customer.

Blake glanced at
Kitty, and shrugged. Together, they threaded their way across the
dimly-lit pub to the area where the Frost barwoman had
indicated.

 


Blake and Kitty were
making a second circuit of the indicated seating area when a
hissing voice called out from the gloom of a crescent-shaped booth.
Blake stopped, feeling the warmth of the Felioness as she paused at
his right shoulder. This seedy pub was damned cold. Outside the
windows to his right, the very edge of the outpost, was one side of
the clear dome which enclosed the settlement. Beyond it, the empty,
grey wasteland of the rocky moon. A hint of a blue atmospheric
miasma.

"Starwater," the
voice repeated. There was a soft buzzing.

The weak light
spilling in through those wide windows did little to illuminate the
person seated in the crescent-shaped booth. An orange flame burned
within a tablelamp, but the shadows were too dense for the light to
dispel.

"Sebastian
Harley?"

"Yes," said the dark
figure, drawing the word out into a buzzing sound. "Sit down.

Blake glanced briefly
at Kitty, then came forward and slid himself into the cushioned
seat. He scooted inwards, so that the Felioness could sit down.
Once Blake was seated across the table from him, the features of
the other man came into focus somewhat. The face, thin and narrow,
remained shadowed. Two dark round bulges were prominent on the
upper portion of his head. The slit of the mouth, at the end of a
proboscis, visible just below a patch of grey fuzz. Two hands—long,
claw-like fingers clasped together—rested on the tabletop. Black
leather sleeves extended to the wrists. Light glinted and reflected
off metal chains.

"Blake Starwater."
The dark figure made a pleased, buzzing sound, and shifted forward
slightly, casting more light from the tablelamp upon his visage.
The large eyes were red and patterned like synthetic fiber. A
Flyman's eyes. "And the Felioness, Kitty Chausie."

"Very impressive,"
said Kitty, flatly. "You've discovered our full names. Pulled no
doubt from the communications we exchanged with you. Containing our
names. You're a wizard."

Harley seemed to
think this was funny and made a light buzzing sound, like a zipper
moved back and forth. "Indeed," said the Flyman, still buzzing.
"You are as advertizzzed."

"Are you?" asked
Kitty.

The Flyman's laughter
cut off and the slit of his mouth nearly disappeared entirely. A
second set of arms, one on either side of his body swung into view
from the darkness at his sides. Between them, the two just-arrived
hands held a compact computer deck. The long, slender fingers
danced over the surface; then, apparently finished with his task,
he swung the unit around so that Blake and Kitty could see the
displayed screen.

"What am I looking
at?" asked Blake.

"This," hissed the
Flyman, "izzz your ship."

"The
Perilous?" Blake's head snapped up, alarmed. "What do
you think you're—"

"Do not worry,
Starwater. This is merely a demonstration." One of his thin fingers
advanced through a menu and another screen. "I have full control of
your vessel. I can now do whatever I wish with her—blast off and
leave this moon behind, open up your cargo bay doors, anything I
want."

"Just like that?
How's that possible? OMBot is—"

"Your robot is
currently idle."

"Sleeping," Kitty
mumbled.

"Watch," said Harley.
He pressed a few points on the screen. "I've just started her
engines."

"You just—" Blake
lapsed into silence, digging his own handheld from his pocket. He
dialed up OMBot.

There was a long
pause, as Blake waited for the connection to establish.

"Hmm? What? Mr.
Starwater!" OMBot's tinny voice came through the handheld.
"Everything's fine here, Mr. Starwater." The robot could be heard
shuffling around and there was a steady rumble in the background,
the familiar sound of the engines. "Thanks for checking in, Mr.
Starwater. OMBot out."

"OM! Wait just a
minute."

"Mr. Starwater?" More
shuffling, and a lessening of the engine sound. Blake pictured
OMBot trying to muffle the sound away, and shook his head.

"OMBot, there's
nothing wrong. Just tell me, have you fired the engines?"

There was a harsh
metal clang as the robot cleared its vocal system. "Yes, that's
right, Mr. Starwater." The robot beeped. "It was I who fired the
engines. Because I . . . well, you see . . . I thought—"

"Very good, OM. Carry
on." Blake switched off his handheld, leaving the robot to no doubt
ponder what was happening. To Harley, he said, "How did you get
into my ship?"

"Through the
navigation and positioning system. A crucial hole in your security
systemzzz. If I wanted, I could access the flight controls and
remotely fly your ship. Your mainframe, I must tell you, has a
dizzzmally simplistic password."

At his side, Kitty
asked, "What's your password, Blake?"

"Kitty. I'm not
telling you my—"

"It is
starwaterpass1."

There was brief
moment of silence, then Kitty giggled.

Blake nodded. "Lil
kept bugging me to change that," he said wistfully. "Pestering me,
I mean. No offense."

"Ah yes, Lillian
Stone." Harley made a buzzing sound that Blake couldn't
translate.

"You know her?"

"Of her," said the
Flyman, lowering his head to focus on his handheld deck. He tapped
the screen with several claw-like fingers. "I've powered down your
ship, Starwater. You should do as your Lillian Stone advizzzed and
change that password. As I would also advizzze."

"Let's not get ahead
of ourselves," said Blake. "This is just an interview."

"One we'll have to
cut short for now, I'm afraid," said Harley.

"What? Why?"

"Becauzzze," said the
Flyman, spinning the deck around once more so that Blake and Kitty
could see the screen. "It appears that you have a job waiting."

"Let me see that."
Blake reached out and pulled the device closer. Harley expelled an
annoyed buzz, but allowed Blake to take the deck. "What is
this?"

"Oh, I also slipped
into your messaging system. Found this there. It appears to be from
a human called Veracia Frick. A video message." Harley leaned
forward, looking at the screen in Blake's hands, now upside-down to
the Flyman. The glow from the tablelamp highlighted the bug-like
appearance of Harley's face. The huge, patterned eyes which
dominated his head. The rough grey skin, the extended chin with the
spongy end, the fuzz.

The video was playing
now. A human woman appeared on the screen, her brown hair clipped
at the ears, bangs combed straight down. Wide, round eyes. High
cheekbones, flushed. A thin, flat nose.

"She looks absolutely
frightful," said Harley, peering over the screen from above.

"Average looking
human," said Kitty, glancing up at the Flyman.

"That's what I mean,"
he replied, buzzing.

"Will you two be
quiet?" said Blake.

The woman was
talking.
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"Mr. Starwater,
I'm hoping you can get back to me as soon as possible. I'd like to
hire you and your ship." The woman's voice was tight and even.
"The Perilous comes highly
recommended.

"My name is Veracia
Frick. I'm the Alien Cultures Ambassador for Lanadyne. We are, as
you're no doubt aware, a multi-pronged conglomerate spanning the
United Worlds and beyond. Our primary focus is on metals and
minerals. Mining operations, mostly.

"Since this is just a
message I'll be brief, and—forgive me—somewhat vague with regard to
details. Approximately two days ago, we lost contact with a ship
intending first contact on a world in the Dathu Expanse.

"The world, for
reasons I can't share with you, but which you can likely
extrapolate based on our company's usual concerns, is of great
interest to us. It is also home to a new intelligent alien race. As
per United Worlds dictates, we were attempting to establish first
contact protocols before beginning any operations on the world.

"We've lost contact
with the crew and ship. There's been no word at all since they
dropped out of orbit. As we are a private corporation engaged in
lawful business in the Dathu Expanse, we retain the right to
address this incident in whatever manner we see fit. Your crew and
ship are known for their discretion and ability in situations such
as
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