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      Crisp mountain air poured over the sunlit hillsides in ribbons of vibrant colors. Hot pine trees exuded an amazingly fresh amber undercurrent, overlaid with heady green sage streamers and intoxicating scarlet ribbons of bison sweat and shit that ran through it all. From far above came the cry of sauravians sailing on the updrafts popular with tourists. The rushing and rumbling noises from the falls and the river nearly drowned out the sounds of the excited humans and other species disembarking from the transit station.

      About perfect, Hartley thought, mouth open and panting as he drew in more air, lifting his nose. His short tail wiggled back and forth, fanning his own scent into the air for others to pick up on.

      “This is great,” he said, looking up at the musky-scented human standing above him.

      “Is it?” The sour notes came from the capsule-shaped, mostly orange, droid that stood on four articulated silver legs on Hartley’s other side. The upper hemisphere turned lenses and sensors at the open wilderness area ahead. “Why?”

      Just like the doctor to be critical of something that it recommended. Hartley bounced up onto his hind legs, putting his black and white head at the same height as the medical droid.

      “Doc, you said we needed shore leave here. Essential for terran-species mental health, you said.”

      Doc’s hemisphere turned in his direction, bright blue lights sparkled beside the large lens. “That didn’t mean I needed to come.”

      Cordy, captain of the Strange, said, “What would you do back on the Strange if we’re down here?”

      Hartley’s earpiece came to life with Strange’s voice. “The doctor would have kept me company. We could play games.”

      A low warble came from Doc. “Maybe it is better that I accompany you—chances are that one of you will injure yourself and require my services.”

      Hartley barked a laugh.

      Cordy brushed her wild red curls back from a pale, freckled face. Her blunt (human) teeth gleamed. “Strange, if you could come with us, I would have brought you, you know that.”

      “I am capable of landing on planetary surfaces,” Strange said.

      “Yes,” Cordy said. “And then we would pay landing fees, spaceport fees, and have repair costs to fix anything damaged in the landing. Plus you’d have to undergo a complete inspection before we would be cleared for departure. Not the most practical option.”

      “You said we could do a flyby of the Cerberus planets before we leave the system.”

      Hartley picked up on a hint of pleading in Strange’s voice. The Tehachapi system was known for the planetary variations in the system, but the Cerberus planets—three gas giants orbiting a central point—were a popular sight.

      Cordy said, “Of course, Strange. If our schedule allows us the time, we’ll do the flyby.”

      “I want to fly through the gravitational center.”

      Hartley barked an alarm. “No! No way, Strange. Do you know how risky that is? The place is a debris field. There’s a ring in there, orbiting the gravitational mass from everything that gets torn apart by the system.”

      “And we’d never get that flight plan approved,” Cordy said.

      “I could do it,” Strange said. “I’ve studied the charts. There is a null area at the precise center that is free from debris.”

      Hartley growled. “Yeah, threading the needle. System authorities have made that illegal, Strange. Too many fools thought they could manage the gravitational variability only to find out the hard way how wrong they were. Most weren’t recovered.”

      “It is a foolhardy risk,” Doc said. “Completely unnecessary.”

      “Ah well,” Strange said. “Is that not a description of life itself? Why does matter inevitably form into living organisms whenever, wherever suitable conditions are found? Is there any need for matter to be alive?”

      Hartley dropped back to all fours and looked up at the captain. Cordy shook her head.

      She said, “Strange, as much as I appreciate your philosophical musings, I can’t approve such a risk. It would violate our contract.”

      Hartley panted, waiting for the ship’s answer. Whoever thought it was a good idea to give machines sapience should have had their head checked. It was a uniquely human creation among the various galactic members. Not even the sauravians had done that in their time on Earth, or in the millions of years since.

      “Very well,” Strange said over the communal band. “I shall have to be content with a a flyby of the Cerberus planets.”

      “Thank you,” Cordy said. She turned, her penetrating human eyes focusing on Hartley and Doc. “Are you guys ready to check out the park?”

      Hartley gave an affirmative bark, spun and streaked off up the path toward the sage-scented slopes. The stretch of muscles felt so much better on a planet with real air, gravity, and uneven surfaces, than running on the Strange’s simulator. Plus there was a scentscape that simply couldn’t be replicated on a ship.
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      Cordelia Steele’s call to Hartley died on her lips as her canine engineer streaked on ahead of them up the path. Hartley wasn’t alone. Other canines were scattered around the park area, some running, others playing, the natural exuberance of the dogs essential nature unchanged by the genetic modifications made to the species. Hartley was a mostly black-furred missile, white streak of fur dividing his face, running over the short muzzle, and spilling into a wider asymmetrical patch on his chest. He wore his usual orange vest, pockets bulging with who-knew-what, but insisted on wearing it as always. Some of the other dogs wore various articles, though many wore nothing at all. Dogs hadn’t picked up nudity taboos from humans—an aspect of human social taboos that dogs found hilarious. Especially since it was also a uncommon trait among other galactic species, with only a few exceptions.

      Doc’s multi-jointed legs moved smoothly over the uneven path surface. The top of its capsule-shaped body rotated to fix its primary lenses on her.

      “Do we allow Hartley to run off unsupervised?”

      Cordy grinned at the droid. “He’s an adult dog. It’s a vacation. It isn’t up to me to give him orders down here.”

      Doc emitted a low, wordless, warbling tone of disagreement.

      She stretched her arms out, her jacket rising above her waist. “The sunlight feels wonderful. Comfortably warm, but not too intense.”

      “The surface receives less solar radiation than your world of origin, yet remains several degrees warmer. Dehydration is still a potential issue for the incautious.”

      A loud cry from above drew her gaze skyward. A wing of sauravians soared around in the large updrafts coming off the hills. Their long wings barely flapped to hold them in the warm air thermals. She felt heavy and awkward in comparison. They’d both evolved on Earth—species separated by many millions of years—but it was hard to find another species more different than humans. Sauravians were a truly alien species. Their Earth, had been a very different planet than the one where humans, dogs, and other mammalian species developed. It had been quite a few degrees hotter, with a thicker atmosphere and higher oxygen content. All factors that drove the sauravian evolution and intelligence in a world that must have been terrifying—and after many millions of years on Earth, they had left to join the galactic civilization, leaving no trace behind, millions of years before the asteroid impact that doomed the dinosaurs (though some of their relatives survived). The Sol system had returned to a nursery state. And then the sauravians had an inconceivable hundred million years of existing as part of the galactic civilization before humans joined them. A hundred million years of history. Incomprehensible spans of time. Humans (and their companion species) had barely evolved before making the same leap. It had caused a fair degree of concern.
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