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Waiting.

I hate waiting.

I consider myself a patient man, but unproductivity is something I absolutely cannot tolerate in myself or others, especially when it comes at the expense of my only daughter. We had agreed to meet at 1600 hours and, as I glanced at the clock on my desk for probably the hundredth time in the past minute, I saw it was now eleven to the hour. Eleven minutes. Surely I could come up with something to keep me busy until he arrived. Maybe look over some of the quarterly reports or watch a short holovid…

Or not.

The alert just sounded so he must have arrived ahead of schedule. Good. In business, being early is being punctual, and obviously, this fellow is a true businessman. I turned in my chair and pressed the button on the endtable that opened the door. As it slid aside, a man in a powered suit painted gold –well, with flakes of red here and there- was revealed standing on the other side. I studied him more closely, especially the large implement of destruction on his right forearm, and suddenly had second thoughts about allowing such an obviously dangerous individual inside my home. Really, I’d assumed he would just come in casual wear. Of course, his species might not be able to survive in our climate without assistance, and I suppose he deserves the benefit of the doubt.

While I was worried about what would happen when he came in to my home, I’d forgotten he was still standing outside.

“Come in, come in!” I said jovially as I waved my arm towards him. He obliged, stepping across the threshold with a whirr of assisted movements. In the silence of my house, his machinery made quite the racket, though I probably wouldn’t have noticed it in a crowded platform. He continued walking in and finally stopped in the middle of the room, standing tall. Somehow he seemed too large for even my spacious home.

“Sit down, sit down!” I said with a chuckle. Did this fellow require an order to perform every action; had I hired myself a golem by mistake? As expected, the metal man obliged, sitting in the, well, rather undersized loafer chair near him. I heard it creak and shudder and saw I’d probably have to replace it. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to ask him to sit down.

“Thank you for answering the call,” I said, “We’re a little out of the way here; I hope you didn’t have any trouble finding us.”

The metal man sat very still with his hands folded on each other, looking very much like he’d been carved out of stone.

“No,” rang his voxcoder, but he offered nothing more.

“Oh good. Would you like something to drink? Hungry perhaps?”

“I’m fine,” he answered, pausing before continuing on another line of discussion, “Some of your choices regarding this transaction have been rather puzzling, Mr. Cherrington. Before we go any further, I’d like to discuss them with you.”

A pity people can’t have small talk anymore.

“Oh, of course, of course. Just what is it you’d like clarified?”

“Forgive me for being cautious, but past occurrences have taught me one cannot judge an egg by its shell, especially when it comes to money. Firstly, considering the price you’re offering, I would have thought you’d want someone… more experienced.”

Did he truly suspect me, or was this just normal caution, as he said?

“Well of course, experience is always valued, but often times experience can’t make up for other failings. As I always tell new workers when they join my company, if you don’t have what it takes, all experience can do is show you that you don’t. But if you do have ‘it’, nothing but success can follow. Experience isn’t a substitute for talent.”

“This is truth. And yet, you’ve seen my record so far. What about it made you decide I have ‘talent’, exactly?”

“Oh. Well, I suppose getting hired by a reputable corporation for your first mission didn’t hurt,” I said, thinking quickly, “Obviously they wouldn’t have hired you to do something for them if you weren’t exceptionally qualified.”

“Obviously.”

“Am I wrong? I have no experience at hiring bounty hunters so maybe I just can’t see I have no talent at picking you people. The truth is, you were first person to respond to my claim so I saw no reason to seek additional claims.”

“And yet you were experienced enough to offer this contract off of the normal channels to ensure that it didn’t attract typical, by-the-book bounty hunters. I’m sorry Mr. Cherrington, but I don’t appreciate being lied to, especially when I may have to risk my life because of it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”

He stood up and began to walk towards the door.

“Mr. Aran, please don’t go. I haven’t been totally forthcoming with you, I admit, but if you’ll allow me to finish telling you about the details, I’m sure you’ll see why I was so clandestine about things originally. If you still want to leave after that, I’ll understand. Now please,” I said, motioning toward the chair. He stopped walking. After a moment he came back and sat down. I was afraid the chair would actually break this time, but again it managed to hold. Oh well, it was already ruined, more damage wouldn’t matter.

“I agree to hear you,” he said, “but I make no promises.”

“That’s fine,” I assured, “As I said in the contract, the type of bounty I’m setting out is a search and retrieve – I want you to find something precious to me and bring it back. In one piece.”

“I understand what ‘search and retrieve’ means, thank you. What do you need recovered? Information on one of your competitors? Blackmail? Perhaps a missing loved one?”

“Well, something like that. I need you to find…” I took a deep breath, “Mr. Fluffypants.”

I could almost imagine the metal man raising an eyebrow – if he had any. Or blinking with surprise. Or his face twisting in rage. Whatever his reaction was, I couldn’t see it, and he was silent for what seemed like an eternity before he finally spoke again, using the same monotone that revealed no specific emotion.

“Mr… Fluffypants.”

“Mr. Fluffypants,” I repeated, “Observe.”

I pressed a button on the end table, and out popped a holoprojector, which buzzed to life. An image of the cat phased into existence between myself and the armored man. A black Theresus Shorthair, with some patches of white fur here and there, bronze eyes, rather short whiskers. By all appearances, your average housecat. It was impossible for him to know how precious it truly was just by looking. I could read nothing through the man’s mask, but again, his silence spoke volumes.

“You want me…” he paused, apparently unable to put it plainly into words, “to catch a cat. You placed a bounty on one of the illegal listings for a job that isn’t even remotely illicit, just a waste of someone’s time. If this is some manner of joke, it’s a poor one.”

I shrugged. Perhaps I’d been too blunt; that always has been one of my weaknesses.

“No other bounty hunter accepted when I laid it out openly so I had to take it off the regular channels and disguise it a bit as bait. You were the first to take it, and here you are. Now that you know, are you honestly going to just walk away and refuse my money?”

“I am a bounty hunter, Mr. Cherrington, not pet catcher, and I won’t demean myself by acting like one. Find someone else willing to indulge your eccentricities; I will have no part in it.”

“You’re here already, why not take the job? If I’d said you were supposed to recover compromising pictures of me, would you have had any problems? How is this any more demeaning than that would be? Besides, beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Never call me that,” he ordered firmly, and I realized I’d pushed one of his buttons, “I do not beg.”

“Daddy!” I was distracted momentarily as my young daughter burst into the room. I thought I had set her aside for now, but apparently she outwitted our maid. Such a smart girl. She bounded over to me with energy only a child can have and hopped into my lap. “Is this person going to save Mr. Fluffypants, Daddy?”

“Yes he is, Cassie dear,” I answered, smiling, “He came all the way here to find him for you.”

“Now wait…” the bounty hunter said, caught off guard. Let’s see him get out of this one.

“Oh, thank you so much! I miss my kitty, I hope he’s okay!” Cassie shined a brilliant smile, and once he saw that, I knew he couldn’t resist. He did better than I usually do, though, and it took him a little while to break.

“I ought as well,” he finally conceded, “I’m already here, and I wouldn’t want to waste fuel. Yes, little girl, I’ll bring you back your… Mr. Fluffypants. Don’t worry.”

Cassandra squealed with delight and I set her down on the floor. She ran off, back to whatever she was doing before the visitor piqued her curiosity. Have to remember to have a talk with Cynthia about letting Cassie get away from her like that. She’s not being paid to let my daughter run around the house unattended, after all.

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a Fisk worth fifty thousand and tossed it at him. He caught it in mid-air almost effortlessly, as if he anticipated it coming.

“Here’s my deposit,” I said, “Now don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Thank you for the advice,” the bounty hunter said in a tone even drier than usual, “Now what can you tell me about this cat? Why did he leave?”

“We don’t know. One day, we just couldn’t find Mr. Fluffypants and he’s been missing since. He’s not gone far, I’m sure. As recently as a few hours ago, I spoke with several people who say they’ve personally seen him in the city, but no one would take him back to us without some sort of reward, and I won’t be taken advantage of. If I have to pay someone, I might as well pay someone used to catching things, right?”

He didn’t say anything back for a while. Is this guy a man or a machine?

“Do you have a sample of its hair?” he said.

An odd request, but if he needed it to do his job, so be it. I reached across the table to a small box, where I kept the cat treats and a brush. Fortunately for me, the brush still had a clump of hair that Cynthia had forgotten to remove after Cassie was combing him. I pulled it from the brush and held it in front of the man, who touched the right side of his red helmet with his index and middle fingers. Without a warning, he spun around and started to leave, leaving the clump in my hand.

“Aren’t you going to take it?” I asked.

“I’ve got what I need. You’ll get your cat, just have the money ready when I get back.”

Hmph. This Samus fellow needed a lesson in manners. He’ll never make it being a strong arm like that.



Walking down this lane always brings back memories. Not always pleasant ones, but then you have to take the good with the bad or else you move out of the sturdy realm of memory and into the unsteady ground of nostalgia. The only thing that makes bad events worth experiencing at all is if you don’t forget them. Naturally, I have a lot of good and bad things to remember because I’ve been here in Dedlam longer than most, and odds are, I’ll be here long after most of them, too. 

It was a typical temperate Dedlam day, and I knew I would enjoy today’s climate, though I always do, no matter what it is. Our world’s only star shone in the sky, illuminating the planet as it had every previous day in the world’s history. I’ve seen more than my share of its sunrises. Been here since it was nothing but an outpost on Theresus’ Western hemisphere, seen it grow into a respectable city over the years. And every day, I’ve taken my morning walk and sized up this world with new eyes, eyes reborn each dawn by what they see. The swath of wealthy men who try to take over this planet do not intimidate me. I’ve dealt with worse than them before, and come through all right.

I see them every day in this neighborhood, walking their schnauzers and their terriers and corgis. They’re cute dogs, pleasant to watch and be around. I wish I could say the same for their owners. They do as they do, live as they wish. I can remember when this neighborhood didn’t have mansions, didn’t even have paved streets. I even remember when there was nothing but wilderness on the other side of this road, stretching out unblemished to the horizon. And these newcomers come in, throw up a couple of walls, and act like they own the place. Well, I suppose you can own anything if you pay the Yire for it! Ha! As long as I can walk down this same road every morning, it’s fine by me.

You usually didn’t see much happening around these parts, but unless my new eyes had started failing me, it looked as though something was afoot. Not another rich man, thank God, but a walking hunk of junk! Well, maybe that’s being a little harsh, but that suit had certainly seen better days. And in a place like this, who would walk around wearing a suit of armor, let alone one with such an obvious and imposing weapon! A brave man indeed, and an outsider no doubt.

Now why would he be here of all places?

Oh, come to think of it… he could be a bounty hunter. Of course, you don’t see very many of those around these parts, don’t have much need of them. When did the last bounty hunter come? Why, it had to be at least five years ago, when that fellow wanted by the Obelisk Syndicate was hiding out here with one of his rich buddies. That’s right… Wyatt, that was his name. David Wyatt. Oh, what a day that was. This mean ol’ bounty hunter, ugly son of a gun, rolls into town on his Hellbike and (after using several unsavory methods to find out from his friends where David was) demands Wyatt! I forget how it all went down, but there was quite the ruckus, and the bounty hunter got his man, and life went on as normal. Funny how that is.

Hold on… was this bounty hunter walking my way? I believe so. What would he want with me? I know nothing about bounties, and I can’t think of anything I’ve done lately that would warrant a bounty being placed on me. Perhaps he needs some directions. I could help with that. He stopped in front of me, and I looked up at him – then kept looking up. From across the street, I didn’t realize how big he really was.

“Have you seen this cat?” asked the bounty hunter as he held out his left hand, palm down, in front of my face. Apparently there was some sort of miniature holoprojector in the back of his hand, because it displayed what looked to be a missing pet poster… but three dimensional. Now why would a bounty hunter be out looking for a cat? Maybe he wasn’t a bounty hunter, and he was just a cat catcher. That sure seems like it would be a strange line of work. But, come to think of it…

“Why, hello there, stranger! Just let me take a closer look and I’ll tell you.”

I peered in at the poster, and I’ll be darned if I hadn’t seen that cat before. Saw it on the street just the other day, as I remember. No street cat, that’s for sure.

“Well, I think I’ve seen a black cat running around with some stray tabby around here. He was heading that-a-way, I think.” I pointed eastward. “This is a large city, though – don’t you think it might be hard finding that particular cat in this stack of buildings?”

“I have some help,” the man said in a low voice. He turned his back and headed easterly, with nary a goodbye. Well, that’s no way to go on in life. He could have spared the time to say ‘thank you’, if nothing else. But like my mother always said, you can’t teach people manners. Shame, especially considering how many people could use them these days.

Now, where was I walking to again?



Objective: Determine verifiability of witnesses’ statement. 

Overridden. Treat statement as true, limit scan to within –90 and +90 degrees relative to center of visor.

Objective: Locate visual, auditory, pheromonal, and/or physical signs of target.

Scanning…

No close matches.

Resume scanning for threats, postulating likely feline behavior.

Unlikely target is below ground or has gained faculties to enable flight. Assume target is traveling at ground level or within existing structures. Unlikely target has significantly changed form or size since last sample, assume target cannot travel in small spaces or piping. Not unlikely target is no longer living, assume for sake of objective target is living. Make note of feline corpses if scanned.

Recall witnesses’ statement.

Target reasonably likely to be within company of other felines. Assign higher probability to groups of two cats or more.

New person has entered scan area, assess threat.

Assessing…

No harmful weapons detected on person, physically unlikely to be aggressive.

Scanning purse for possible weapons.

None found.

Resume postulating likely feline behavior.

Likely to require sustenance. Assign higher probabilities to areas that have food.

Scanning of auditory and pheromonal signs deactivated, focus on solely visual and physical evidence.

Object resembling target now in enlarged scan area. Increase detail.

Color unknown, mass appears slightly larger than in target. Likelihood of matching target 83.378…5 percent.

Notifying.

Direction changed to reflect new information, focus on possible target, continue scanning.

Second object resembling target now in scan area. Approximately two meters away from first object. Color unknown, larger relative to first object. Likelihood of matching target 27.333…3 percent.

Third object now in scan area, likely Human. Approximately three meters away from first object, one half meter from second object. Color unknown, much larger relative to first and second targets. Likelihood of matching target 0.000…7 percent.

Assessing threat level of third object…

Weapon identified as “fork” held in hand, physically not unlikely of aggression. “Fork” unlikely to pierce energy shield, treat as null.

Continue tracking three objects, continue scanning…



“There you go, boy,” I said as I walked over to the new visitor and shoveled some of the food off the plate with a fork, “Enjoy that, because that’s all you’re getting tonight. If you want more, come back tomorrow.” 

He took no notice of me and dug his head into the scraps on the ground. I squatted down and petted him on the back of the neck and he obliged me by purring softly. What a cute cat. He reminds me a lot of that stray tabby for some reason, but I don’t see why. He’s a little too high class for her, by the looks of things. Wonder where she found the old boy. About time she found someone, though, I reckon. I’ve been watching her come get scraps alone for too many years. Now, to get back to work. I turned around and headed back into the kitchen, ready go back to serving overpriced food to overbearing customers–when I heard a meow.

I turned around and saw the black cat sitting right next to my feet, looking at me with those cat eyes, those sad, forlorn cat eyes…

“I’m sorry, boy, but you can’t come in-“

Before I could finish, someone - or was it something - barged in through the back door, tearing it off the hinges. This huge, gleaming yellow man. No, it wasn’t his skin, it was an armor. With a cannon. And Jesus H. Christ that was a big cannon.

“Please give me that cat,” he flatly spoke through one of those… thingies that scrambles up your voice and makes it come out sounding funny. I forget the name. But even with the visor, he looked like he meant business.

“Go ahead, take him! Take him!” Sorry, kitty, it looks like it’s you or me, and I’d rather it be you, honestly. I dove away to get out of the line of sight of that… massive cannon! Unfortunately, this had the side effect of startling the cat. I guess the armored dude ripping off the door didn’t help calm its nerves, either. It shrieked and darted towards the dining room.

The armored dude shouted some word I didn’t recognize as he took off so quick, I almost didn’t realize he was gone. As he barged into the dining room, chasing the cat, I managed to get back up to watch what chaos was sure to ensue. I looked through the window on the door, hoping I wouldn’t be disappointed.

Oh, this man didn’t disappoint.

The cat ran straight under a table, and the armored man was there an instant later, grabbing the tabletop and flinging it against the wall as if it was a toothpick. Of course, after it hit the wall, that’s pretty much all it was good for. The armored man trained his cannon on the cat, but apparently had second thoughts, and the cat dashed off again. The man took off after it immediately. I was stunned watching them from where I was, but the I can only imagine how the couple at the table felt. Or the couple at where the table used to be, I should say.

The chase continued, and the man followed the dashing cat with such precision it was as if he was able to predict where it would go. The cat swerved back and forth and he swerved with it, knocking over chairs and the people in them with abandon. Eventually, the cat jumped on to the main dining table, and the armored pursuer did the same, trampling over the Dures plates and the crystal glasses down the length of the table. Tromping all over the wonderful steaks our cook had prepared for the rich guests that they’d complained about and sent back –only to accept the exact same steaks a few minutes later without protesting its taste. Of course I imagine all steaks taste the same slapping you on the side of the face, which is where most of these were going. Or if not the steaks, then the potatoes and gravy and shrimp and noodles and needlessly arranged salads. Dishes and forks and food flying everywhere, all over the guests too slow or stupid to get out of the path of the bad luck and armored tornado coming their way.

The guests… well, they weren’t too pleased by all this. But watching this scene unfold, I just wish I’d brought my recorder with me today. This was pure gold, and deserved to be preserved for posterity. Where else could you see a woman in a hundred thousand Yire dress covered in a hundred Yire worth of Ranch dressing and tomatoes? Or a balding venture capitalist with a pants full of our most expensive wine? Wet from the inside, mind you.

But then, it was over. The cat and armored man darted out the door together, leaving the path of destruction behind just as all the guests began to come to their senses and go back to complaining about things.

That was over far too quickly. I was almost beginning to enjoy myself.



Tracking target… 

Is leaning left, will cut sharply left shortly.

Scanning for threats…

Deactivate scan. Concentrate on postulating target actions and tracking.

Is leaning to right, will cut right shortly.

Is likely to attempt to cross street in approximately 0.42 seconds.

Reminder: Be aware of traveling landcruisers and-

Heavy impact, system interrupted. Target lost.

Words spoken, checking meaning. Profanity. Do not repeat aloud.

Checking armor integrity. Energy shield weakened but suit remains uncompromised. Prepared to continue pursuit.

Scanning…



I pushed my glasses up on my face, automatically catching them as soon as they began to fall. I need to get them adjusted; they always slip down lately. I should set an appointment before the week is over. What’s the day today? I always forget. I checked the desk calendar on the counter… Thursday. The most boring day of the week. It’s not quite Friday, but it lacks the panache of Wednesday. Fortunately, it will never be humpday, or doomsday. Sorry, Quasimodo and Nostradamus. 

I hate Thursday. Sorry, Thor. Your day sucks.

Well, at least Thursday is a good day to roll around the store and sort the books… or it would be if I hadn’t finished inventory yesterday.

That’s what I do, by the way. I run a bookstore. You’d think no one would have use for books in these modern days, what with comprehensive virtual libraries that are updated by the second, and cheap digital paper… but these books are classics, antiques even, and it is my duty to preserve them lest an interested buyer comes along!

I’m Katrina. I run the Destera Book Shop, the only one within four parsecs. Not many people can say they have the only anything in four parsecs, and yet… no one ever comes to my store. All I do all day is tend to the books. When new ones are donated, I clean them, read them, sort them, then re-read them later. Kind of a droll life, but I’ve always been fond of books. I never could get into computers… I’d rather bury my nose in these paper antiquities. There’s something intimate about the tangibility of the printed page, the smell of the paper, and the way the unalterable ink is put on it that can’t be simulated in any other way… it feels romantic. Maybe that’s my problem. I’m too romantic, and I end up waiting here to find something that only exists between these pages and isn’t in the real world anymore, if it ever was.

Sigh.

There were no new books today. Or in the last week. Or in the last month, actually. So, I’ve been cleaning the shop, and I just finished that. Not a spot of dust anywhere. Way to go Katrina. Whoo hoo. You rock at life.

There had to be something to do. I mean, I couldn’t just spend the rest of the day doing nothing, could I?

I started brushing my brown hair, which I keep tied in two long, thin tails. Just because I’m involved with these books all day doesn’t mean I can’t keep my looks in line. After all, I’m only twenty-four standard years old, and still highly available… but I sure feel older. Gray hairs already. If I got paid more money, I’d get them dyed. But government stipends for historical preservation are a pittance… with all of these rich folks moving in lately, you think one of them would come in and buy a damn book once in a while!

My brushing was interrupted by a ring of the doorbell. Someone actually opened the door and came into the store! I tried to hide my excitement at what should be the routine and looked around the corner… to see no one had entered. Why would the entry bell ring if no one was here? I mean, you had to walk into the automatic door for it to open…

I walked out from behind the counter to see what had caused the door to open, when the door itself shattered! Something wearing Hermes’ sandals broke into my shop, and I spun my head around to try to keep up with it. Who would break into my shop? Especially when the door opens automatically!

“Excuse me!” I yelled over the racket of the blur running around the shop. “Can I help you?” The blur stopped momentarily – but after creating such a mess I could never imagine! It reminded me of a scene from one of the books I’d read – if I could find it in this pile! He had done so much in so little time – while he’s no Barry Allen, he certainly had the ability to create chaos quite quickly! My head was spinning – I couldn’t grasp everything he had done. What did he do again? A wind of my loose papers settled to the floor, and I wasn’t even sure if he didn’t violate me.

After taking a second to gather my bearings, I finally started to look at my intruder. Standing in the middle of the shop was this… monstrosity of a man! With his golden body armor and crimson helmet, and winglike shoulder pauldrons… Poetic and graceful and powerful - Zeus himself would shudder at the sight! I didn’t know such things could exist! It was as if he came to life from inside the books… and then he spoke.

“Have you seen a cat?” he said as he held out his hand and a holographic image of just that appeared from the back of it.

One of my eyebrows shot up, inadvertently. I hadn’t thought anything he could say could catch me off guard after his entrance, but a cat? What an odd question to ask. Why would I have a cat in my bookshop? I adjusted my glasses again.

“Well, I don’t think–“ Before I finished, he interrupted me.

“There you are!” The armored one pointed at me – no, behind me - and I turned around. There was a black cat! I couldn’t believe my eyes. So that’s what came in the door! Before I could do anything, he jumped right over me and on top of the cat! He wrestled with it for a few minutes before he hand it firmly in the grip of his shiny hand, and it was scratching and biting futilely.

“Finally,” he said, though he seemed to be talking to himself more than me, “I haven’t prayed in a long time, but I feel like thanking someone for ending this torture.”

With the cat in hand, the… soldier, or whatever he was, quickly walked out of the store he’d left in shambles.

Ack! Books, everywhere! Novels on the floor, encyclopedias on the desks, and poetry strewn about! My Shakespeare with my Dylan! My Milton with my Vonnegut! Poe with Chaucer! All of my hours of careful sorting and organization ruined! It will need to be done over again! This means…

I finally have something to do at work! My life has meaning again!

I started dancing about, grabbing books from the floors and throwing them on the desks. I could read them all over and… make a new sorting system! I sat down in the pile and began reading titles and setting them aside when a young man with glasses walked in through what was left of the doors and rushed over to me.

“My goodness! Are you all right? I saw some giant man walking out of here!”

“Oh yes,” I said happily, “Someone just came in here and made my day for me.”

He looked at me, then at the mess, then back at me and laughed heartily.

“I guess you have a funny set of parameters for what makes a good day. I was going to come by and try to exchange this book,” he said and I noticed that he was holding a copy of Paradise Lost in his right hand, “But I guess you’re a little busy right now.” No, I’m not busy! Please don’t leave!

“Oh not at all, not at all! It’s just that if you want to exchange something, I’m afraid it may… take me a while to find what you’re looking for.” I laughed nervously

“It might be a little faster if I helped you. Besides, it’s a good excuse to learn your name, Miss…?” This took me by surprise. I pushed my glasses up my nose again – I really need to adjust them - and responded quickly.

“Oh! Katrina. I mean, Wright. Katrina Wright.” I smiled, and he handed me his book.

Thank you, mysterious armored man. Life has meaning once again!



That bounty hunter left a few hours ago – with my money - and I haven’t heard back from him since. If I wasn’t so sure he needed more money, I’d worry that he decided to skip offworld with it and never come back. On the other hand, no one has called trying to claim the reward, lately. That must mean the bounty hunter has caught his bounty and Mr. Fluffypants will be returned shortly. That was the smart thing to do, hiring a bounty hunter to catch a cat; paying someone to do the job right is always smart. 

So all that’s left is to play the waiting game until he gets back.

But then again, maybe I won’t have to play it for much longer. The security system started making noise – someone must be approaching the house. Someone heavily armed. Must be him. I prepared the door for his entry. At least, I hoped it was him. Within seconds, the door slid open, and there he was, Mr. Fluffypants in tow. I couldn’t believe it. He’d gotten it done, and all in the same day, too.

It didn’t seem that Mr. Fluffypants was too enthused with this accomplishment, though – he was held tightly in the iron grip of the man’s armor and was fighting mightily to escape. The bounty hunter Samus raised his arm, held the cat aloft, and spoke.

“One Mr. Fluffypants, delivered whole and relatively unharmed.”

He continued to hold the cat, and I was about to take it, but to my surprise, Cassandra came running up and took him from Samus by herself! The cat mellowed immediately, but I couldn’t tell if it was happy to be back in Cassie’s arms or if it was suffocating from her smothering of it. Samus stared – well, I assumed he stared - at Cassandra for a few moments as she hugged Mr. Fluffypants until I broke his attention.

“Congratulations. It may not seem like a whole lot, but what you did just made the day for one little girl. I thought she’d never get over it when Mr. Fuzzybottoms ran away. After a week, I finally bought her Mr. Fluffypants and until you showed up, I thought I was going to have to buy her another cat again. Thanks to you, I don’t have to. Here’s the rest of your payment, and I’ll be sure to post a glowing review for this contract.” I pulled out one of the million Yire Fisks from my pocket and placed it in his free hand. “Don’t spend it all in one place,” I said, winking.

He glanced at the figure, and, again, stood silent. I wish I had a view into that crimson helmet to see his expression – had this working stiff even seen that much money in one place before? It didn’t matter to me, I have more than enough money. Letting a lonely bounty hunter have a little bonus isn’t going to break me.

He kept staring at the card, and then put it into a storage compartment on his armor.

“If this is how pet catchers are paid, I may have entered the wrong business,” he mused aloud. What an odd lot these bounty hunters are. Or at least this one is. “If you ever have need for real bounty work to be done, you know how to get in touch with me and don’t hesitate to.”

I nodded at him and he started to walk out the door, then turned around sharply in a way that worried me.

“A little while before you said that you would post a glowing review of me, did you not?” he asked, and if it was possible through the voxcoder, he sounded worried.

“Yes, I want to be sure that people know how far beyond my expectations and standards you managed to go on this transaction.”

“I would prefer it if you said nothing, Mr. Cherrington. Your original offer was vague and I would appreciate it if your review of my performance was vague as well. While receiving a million Yire is good for my reputation, anything involving anyone named ‘Mr. Fluffypants’ is not, if you catch my understanding.”

I did, and told him so. He gave me a thumbs up, and resumed his departure. Before the door could close, Cassandra jumped in front of me and started yelling.

“Thank you, Samus! Bye!”

I wonder if he knows what it’s like to make a little girl’s day. Well, I guess he does now.



~See You Next Mission~


When you’re feeling down, sometimes you tell yourself things aren’t the way they really are. Watch out, denial can swallow you whole, and no matter how fast or far you run, eventually, the truth will always catch you, but it won’t necessarily set you free.

Next Episode: Blue

