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"There she is,"
said Blake Starwater.

Floating
serenely in space outside the windscreen of the Perilous, rotating slowly, the unidentified starship appeared
undamaged. But it was definitely the source of the unusual distress
signal that they had changed course to respond to. Blake stood with
his hands on his hips, staring out into the vastness, and studied
the silent ship.

"What's wrong
with it?"

Blake
looked over his shoulder, narrowed his eyes at the speaker. The
uninvited young woman, Nicole. The red-haired nurse or whatever
from back on Abbott V who had snuck aboard the Perilous.

"First of
all," said Blake, "it's a she, not
an it."

"I
didn't—"

"Second of
all"—he noted with satisfaction the growing blossom of color in the
girl's round cheeks—"who invited you onto my bridge?"

The young woman
opened her mouth to answer, but Kitty spoke up first. "Easy, Blake.
You don't have to intimidate the girl."

"I'm not a
girl." Nicole raised her chin, full lips drawn tight. Her cheeks
were flushed now. "I—"

"She came up
here with the rest of us," Kitty continued, "when you called over
the intercom for everyone to hurry up and get to the bridge." The
Felioness's mouth curled up into a smirk.

"Right," said
Blake, clearing his throat. "Well, I meant everyone but her.
Everyone that's a part of the crew," he clarified.
"Obviously."

The crew. That
would be the Felioness of course, thought Blake, looking the
assembled group over. And OMBot, who was presently plugged into the
Perilous mainframe just beside Blake's right leg, trying to contact
the silent ship. And also their new doctor, Tevin Drago. The young
man was staring out through the main windscreen, not seeming to pay
much attention to the conversation. "What do you think,
Doc?"

"Hmm?" Drago
turned his head, and his hand went to adjust the wire-framed
glasses on his nose. "Oh, I'm no expert on ships. She looks fine to
me from the outside."

Blake nodded.
"Kitty? Do you agree?"

The Felioness,
looking somewhat confused, glanced around at the others. "I guess
so. Are we . . . having a meeting?"

"Hmm?" Blake
blinked. "No, no. Just talking. I thought we'd all, you know—". He
looked at the redhead, Nicole. She was making a face like she
simply couldn't contain whatever was on her mind any longer. He
sighed. "What?"

"Is it still
sending out a distress signal?"

"She. It's a she. She's a
she." Blake crossed his arms and considered the young woman.
Blushing, she nonetheless met his gaze. The line of her jaw was set
firmly. It was Blake who looked away first, averting his eyes down
to the console and then through the windscreen at the starship
floating outside, searching around for something to focus on that
would look like he meant to be looking at it.

Kitty cleared
her throat. "Blake?"

"The distress
signal. Right." Blake faced the crew again, forcing himself to
focus only on Kitty and the doctor. "No. It's quiet now. The signal
seems to be on some sort of timer. We've heard it three times so
far. First, when we were in the Long Voyage Zone. Again, roughly
two hours later. Then again about thirty minutes ago, as we cruised
deeper into this system for a look. About an hour and fifty-five
minutes between each signal." He turned back to the windscreen,
stared out at the silent ship. "OM has been trying to reach them on
the radio."

Beside him,
OMBot beeped. The robot's head swiveled towards Blake, making a
metallic clank. "If there's anyone out there," said the robot,
"they're better at ignoring you than I am."

"There you go.
No radio contact," said Blake, turning back to the group. "No
power. Our scans show no activity, no energy output at all." He put
his hands on his hips. "It appears to be derelict."

"But . . ." It
was Kitty, meeting his eyes.

"The distress
signal. Right." He looked at the others, even Nicole. The redhead
eyed him warily, jaw muscles tensed. "We're here. I think we should
go over and check it out. Just to be sure." He was met by nodding
heads and some mumbled assent. He clapped his hands together. "So,
we all agree, then?" Mumbling and nodded heads intensified. "Okay.
Good."

Drago coughed
lightly into his hand. "Right. I'll go prep sickbay, just in case
there's anyone on board who needs assistance. I'm still finding
myself down there anyway. Figuring out what we have. What we need
to get."

"Good," said
Blake. "Nicole, why don't you, uh, go help him."

"I thought I
wasn't a part of the crew."

"You're right.
You're not. But you're here, and you can help Drago with the
medical stuff, so hop to it."

She narrowed
her eyes, but followed the doctor as he exited the bridge into the
forward corridor. Blake watched them walk away, and then smoothed
his hair some more. The young woman wasn't supposed to be on his
ship, and she was getting under his skin. Once he had discovered
that she was on board (actually, it had been the young,
eight-legged Aran down in their cargo hold (another problem he
still needed to sort out), who together with OMBot had found the
stowaway, Nicole), Blake set about dropping her off promptly at
their next destination. They had been on their way to Tangerine,
racing through the Long Voyage Zone, when the first distress signal
caught their attention.

Blake
shook his head. The girl was still a teenager—nineteen, she
claimed—and she wanted to be on a space crew. Well, Blake figured,
she could be somebody else's problem in somebody's else space crew
on somebody's else ship. The Perilous already
had a doctor: Tevin Drago.

Blake suddenly
became aware of Kitty staring at him. The Felioness's arms were
crossed under her breasts and the ends of her lips were twitching
up. He crossed his own arms, and straightened his back.
"What?"

"Why are you
acting so weird?"

"What do you
mean?"

"Calling us up
here. Asking our opinions. Like you're holding a town meeting. And
the girl. Are you that taken by a pretty face and some wide
hips?"

"What? No!" He
snorted, so that she'd know how ridiculous that sounded. "And I
told you before, Kitty. This is my boat that you're all on, but
that's it. I don't get to decide what's best for everyone. We
should agree on things that involve a lot of risk. Like exploring
derelict ships, for instance. That's just how I feel."

"Because of
Foresthaven?"

"That's how I
feel," he said again.

Now Kitty
smiled. "It's because of Tevin. And the girl. Nicole. It's because
you feel like you have a crew again. Aww." She came forward and
rubbed herself against Blake's shoulder. He tried to shoo her away.
"It's cute."

"Kitty,
stop."

"Aww." She made
a pouty face. "Don't be mad." She twisted to show him her rump.
Blake glanced down at her denim-covered backside. "Do you want to
spank me?" asked the Felioness.

Behind him,
OMBot beeped out a sour tone. "Do you two mind taking this
appalling behavior to some other, far distant portion of the
ship?"

"Blake," said
Kitty. She eyed him seriously. "You're the captain. That's what we
all want. Not a democracy. Not a bunch of ship meetings and round
tables and votes. We want a captain." She reached out and pinched
his cheek and grinned. Her tail flicked and curled. "We want
you."

"Alright,
alright," he said, moving her hand away. "Enough gooey talk. Go
away and let me get us closer to our mystery ship."

The Felioness
purred and strode through the forward corridor, tail
waving.

 


Down on a
lower deck, in the sickbay, Tevin Drago was counting bandages. It
was essentially his first day on the job as the crew's doctor, and
his primary task was to determine which supplies the
Perilous
currently had on board, and which
items they needed to procure right away.

"I really
can't read your handwriting," said the girl, Nicole. Drago glanced
over. She was peering at the chalkboard, upon which he'd been
documenting his counts. "What does this say? Cow pads?"

Sighing,
Drago stood and crossed the room. Looking over her shoulder at the
scrawled words on the chalkboard, he chuckled. "Cow pads? It
says cold
packs."

"That says . .
." She slapped a hand against her forehead. "Cold packs.
Obviously."

"It's okay," he
told her.

"I grew up on a
farm," she said, still shaking her head.

Walking back to
where he had been counting bandages, Drago marked a number on his
own chalkboard, and then leaned against the counter, considered the
girl. "How long have you been a medic?"

She looked
away. "I've only been on Abbott V a couple weeks—"

"You mean
you were
on Abbott V."

She shrugged
her shoulders. "Yeah. I guess I'm not any more. It was my first
assignment. I just graduated."

"Just like
that, huh? Quit your first job and you're ready to join a crew and
travel the stars?"

For an instant
she looked angry, but her face softened. She sighed. "When you say
it like that . . ." She smiled ruefully. "It's what I've always
wanted to do. Dreamed of doing. Growing up on a Farmworld, looking
up at all the stars. Watching the teleview and seeing how much was
out there. I wanted to be up in a ship, travelling the Worlds. Only
. . ."


"What?"

She shook her
head, red curls bouncing. She looked away, blushing
again.

Drago shrugged,
and let the subject drop. He turned back to his list of equipment.
Up next: tongue depressors.

"I figured you
were new," he said. "Abbott V isn't that big, after all. I only
just noticed you for the first time the other day." He glanced
over. That red hair was pretty striking. He definitely remembered
the hair. He squatted down in front of one of the lower cabinets,
peered inside. "Do you have a brother by any chance?"

"What?" Her
voice dropped to a whisper.

Drago glanced
up. "A brother." She shook her head, said nothing. "No? It doesn't
matter." He turned back to the cabinet, found an unopened box of
tongue depressors. More latex gloves. Bottles of alcohol. "I think
there was another newbie. A guy with the same color hair as you,
that's all. You know him?" Drago turned a box so that he could read
the label: Intravenous bags. Good, he thought, nodding. Those are
good.

"Attention
all." Blake's voice sounded from a speaker in the upper corner of
the room. Drago glanced up at it, straightened his glasses. "We're
now floating up close and personal with the drifter. Let's everyone
meet in the kitchen to discuss boarding the derelict. Everyone
who's a member of the crew, I mean."

"Blake." That
was Kitty's voice.

A pause, some
indistinct whispering.

"Alright."
Blake's voice returned. "Everyone can be there. In the kitchen.
Now."

The speaker
clicked and was silent.

Drago and
Nicole shared a look. The girl sighed and forced a smile onto her
face. "I don't think the captain wants me on board."

Drago shrugged.
"You did stow away on his ship."

"It's his
own fault," she snapped, eyes quivering. The muscles in her jaw
tensed. "He told me to." She looked
at Drago and blushed, lowered her head. "I mean, not
exactly."

"Come on," he
said, gesturing towards the door. "Let's go."

 


"We're floating
together with the derelict now. Kitty and I are going to head over
and take a look around." Blake eyed Drago. "Doc, you're in
charge."

"Can I go,
too?"

Blake swung his
head around to consider Nicole. The girl stood with her arms
crossed, wearing a look on her face like she dared him to say no.
Blake glanced over at Kitty, saw no help there.

Belatedly, he
scoffed. "Can you go? You're not even a member of the crew. At
most, you're a passenger. I wouldn't take a passenger onto a
derelict
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