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A Precious Cargo


The spaceport on Santiago
seethed with furious star crews. A restriction on the number of
passengers that a ship could take on or off the planet meant that
several of the less adventurous crews who made their money
freighting around people from one part of the galaxy to another
were suddenly severely handicapped.

As Blake Starwater walked through the
streets of the spaceport village, past pubs and cheap guesthouses,
snippets of the conversation reached him. People were upset—not
just crews, but passengers, too. Blake, who made his living taking
on other jobs—the dangerous jobs that other crews wouldn't
touch—was unconcerned. Blake didn't like passengers on his
ship.

"Well what purpose does such a
regulation even serve?" asked a Tunaman, leaning across the bar in
Rocco's Joint, both elbows on the glowing plexi and taking up far
too much space. The Tunaman's fins were trembling and twitching,
suggesting he was especially worked up. The Rotini beside him was
eyeing the nearer of the Tunaman's arms, which was inching
dangerously close to the Rotini's drink—a tall glass filled with a
bubbling, neon-green liquid. The look on the Rotini's face
indicated that there was going to be trouble if the arm and drink
came together.

Blake Starwater put his hand on the
Tunaman's shoulder. The angry face turned to look back, the fishy
features narrowing in recognition.

"Starwater."

"French." Over the Tunaman's shoulder,
Blake caught the bartender's eye. "One rabbithop, please. French,
what are you drinking?"

"Oh, Starwater." He waved his webbed
hands. "Nothing for me, I've had enough. Soon, I won't have enough
credits to buy drinks, thanks to this ridiculous new regulation.
Have you heard, Starwater?"

"I've heard, French. Make it two," he
told the barman.

"They're trying to ruin those of us
who are just wanting to make a nice, peaceful living."

Blake reached out and took the two
drinks, and placed his creditstick in the slot on the bar. The
barman punched a few buttons on his side and the appropriate amount
was deducted from Blake's account.

"Come on," said Blake, arm around the
Tunaman. "Tell me all about it."

He led the Tunaman from the bar to a
table against the far wall, beneath a portion of low, sloping
ceiling.

 


"It's the passenger liners, you
understand," said French. His fins twitched as he spoke. He wore
the wetclothes of his kind, which kept his skin moistened. "The
cruise lines, the star ferry companies. They're losing too much
money and they're blaming it on us little guys." French took a big
swallow from the drink Blake had provided. "As if me carrying five
bodies rather than two is suddenly going to sink these big
passenger liners."

Blake shrugged and ran a hand through
his blond hair. "A lot of people are starting to go with the small
guy. Your rates are cheaper, and there's the experience of
travelling with a crew, being a part of somebody's home for a few
days. What do you get on a big old passenger liner that compares to
sitting around a table and sharing food cooked in somebody's
kitchen?" Blake took a swallow of his own drink. "Think about it,"
he said philosophically. "Every one of those big boats is the same.
The rooms are the same, the restaurants. The swimming pools, and
gyms, and stars above, the entertainment. People want something
more, nowadays. They want a personal touch. An
experience."

"Which makes it all the more insane
for them to pass this new law," exclaimed French.

"Well, the two largest starship lines
are based off of Santiago. Isn't that right? They have a lot of
political clout here."

"They have too much clout everywhere,"
said the Tunaman, finishing his drink. He set the glass down
heavily on the table, fins dancing. "Sure, it's Santiago today. But
this will spread. Mark my words."

"Maybe."

"Mark my words."

They slipped into silence. Blake
sipped at his rabbithop, glancing around the interior of the pub.
People were upset, but there seemed to be a lot fewer of them than
usual. He couldn't recall ever seeing Rocco's Joint so subdued.
Most of the other crews must be avoiding Santiago, he thought. Got
wind of the coming regulation and are staying away. Or loaded up
with their two passengers and already took off.

"Doesn't this mean that space on the
private ships will be limited now?" Blake turned back to the
Tunaman. "High demand. Fewer berths. Seems you can charge a premium
price right now."

"Starwater, please. What do you take
me for, a Salmonite? I'm not going to gouge, simply because I can.
Besides, I'd have to downright steal from my passengers to turn
what I can make from two into what I was able to make with five or
six on board."

"Well, what are you still doing here,
French? Plenty of other worlds in the sky."

"Oh, I'm going. We'll fly tomorrow.
I'm actually only still here because I'm meeting later with a group
of other captains who are upset and trying to get something done
about this nonsense. We're hoping to engage with the frequent
travelers, those who fly on crew ships regularly. Maybe if enough
people make some noise." The Tunaman shook head. "I don't know.
It's worth a shot anyways."

"French. Sounds like you're turning
into an activist." Blake finished his drink, pushed the glass
aside.

"Yeah, yeah. Care to add your voice to
ours?"

"I'd love to, French. But I'm still
looking for a job. Plus," Blake said, standing. "I don't like
passengers."

The Tunaman sighed. "Well, if you
change your mind. You can find me."

Blake nodded. "The local watering
hole. Catch you later, French."

"Good health, Starwater."

 


Leaving behind the cluster of pubs and
guesthouses at the south end of Santiago's Spaceport, Blake
Starwater made the trek back across the paved landing field to his
home, the starship, Perilous.

The ramp leading into the ship was
lowered; Kitty lounged in a sunchair at the bottom, a bottle of
microbrew beer on the tarmac beside her.

Blake stopped beside the Felioness and
looked down. She wore a black bikini over her short yellow fur. Her
face was as bare as any human woman's and similar in appearance
except for the nose and whiskers. And the pointed ears atop her
head, which poked through her blond hair. She glanced up at him
from behind red heart-shaped sunglasses.

"Howdy, Blake. Got us a
job?"

"Actually, no."

"Good," she said, grinning. "Because I
did."

"Did you?"

She extended one of her shapely,
fur-covered legs. "Quick, rub my feet."

"No," said Blake, swatting away the
woman's foot.

"Rub it," she pouted.

Her foot, which was furless and
five-toed, poked at him. Blake pushed it aside. "You said you got
us a job?"

"Yeah." She gave up and lowered her
leg back onto the chair. "But you're not gonna like it."

"Why not?"

"The client."

"What about them?"

"He," she said. "He's an
eight-legger."

"An Aran?" Blake shivered. "I've dealt
with them before." Not happily, he thought. A creepy race, although
it's not their fault. They look just like . . . But he'd deal with
this one, too. As long as it paid. "What sort of job?"

"Oh, a fetch job," said Kitty. "Are
you angry?" She turned over onto her side, exposing her rump. "Will
you spank me?" Her tail moved seductively.

"I'm not mad. It's a paying job,
right? We need the money. Did he leave contact details?"

"He did. They're in the ship." She
wiggled her tush at him. "Will you spank me anyway?"

"Put your butt away, Kitty. I'm not
going to spank you."

The Felioness let out a disappointed
sigh and reached down for her beer. Taking a swig from the bottle,
she rearranged herself on the chair. "Suit yourself," she said.
Presently she began licking her arm.

Blake walked past her, up the ramp,
and into the Perilous. In the cargo hold, OMBot greeted
him.

"Got your new purifier disc seal,"
said Blake, pulling the small rubber part from his
pocket.

"Oh good," said OMBot, limping over.
The cylindrical robot stood slightly taller than Blake's waist. It
reached out a mechanical arm and took the component.

"Need a hand?"

"Har har, Mr. Starwater," said OMBot,
and then beeped. "I get it. A hand. I'm a robot."

"I'm just asking if I can help,
OM."

"I'm old, but I can still install my
own purifier disc seal."

"Whatever you say."

The little white robot hobbled a short
distance away. A smaller arm appeared and pulled open one of the
panels on the robot's front surface.

Blake watched for a moment as OMBot
grunted and strained to install the replacement part. Shaking his
head, Blake crossed the hold and jogged up the stairs to the main
deck. Time to contact this Aran, he thought, striding forward to
the bridge. See exactly what this job Kitty had set up for them was
going to involve.
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Two large round eyes, solid
black, stared unblinking on the screen. They were fixed on Blake.
Two more smaller orbs were visible on either side of the Aran's
hairy face. He grinned at Blake. Or grimaced—it was difficult to
tell.

"Mr. Starwater," said the Aran. "So
swiftly you contact me. I assume your associate explained my
needs."

"My associate, yes. She mentioned
something about a job. Mister . . ."

The Aran made a hacking sound which
might have been a laugh. "Just simply Rufus will
suffice."

"Rufus, then."

"I'd like to possess your services for
a short time, Mr. Starwater. A simple little job. Securing some
extremely precious cargos for me."

"Precious?"

"Precious, just to me, you see," said
the Aran. "But to me, very precious indeed. Your ship comes highly
suggested for especially this type of salvage."

"A salvage job."

The Aran moved back and forth, nodding
his body. "Is this world, New Yellowstone, sounding familiar, Mr.
Starwater?"

"New Yellowstone?" Blake closed his
eyes and tried to remember. The name seemed to be one he'd heard,
but he couldn't think why exactly he knew it.

Two of the Aran's legs came into view,
deftly bringing a cup towards his mouth. A straw within the glass
disappeared into the Aran's maw, between sizable fangs. The Aran
made a slurping noise as he drank.

Blake shook his head. "I'm
sorry—"

"New Yellowstone," said the Aran,
removing the cup from view, "is mostly scientists' interest only. A
massive mega-volcano exists there. Since this great eruption some
days past, several teams still remain. Severe damage sustained by
one of these orbiting observation stations has seen this one
abandoned, still circling above New Yellowstone."

Nodding, Blake said, "Now I remember
the name. The newsfeed said the planet nearly blew itself
apart."

"Serious eruption, yes," said the
Aran.

"What's it to do with you,
Rufus?"

The Aran was quiet for a moment, the
strange, hairy face making some complicated Aran expression. He
said, "This place, one of these stations circling this world, my
children's mother was there, you see?"

"Is she alright? Was she
hurt?"

"She is deceased."

"That's terrible, Rufus. I'm
sorry."

"It is a fact of our lives, this
dying. She lays the eggs, she dies."

"Well, still," said Blake, clearing
his throat. "I'm sorry for your loss."

"She is dead in this place, this
station in the sky of New Yellowstone."

"And you want us to bring back . . .
what exactly?"

"The children. Please, Mr. Starwater,
go to this station. See if these eggs of my babies survive. Bring
these to me."

"Eggs."

"Yes, please. Bring these to
me."

"You say the station is severely
damaged? What if your eggs were . . . I mean, during the,
uh—"

"Space is no problem for these eggs.
Nor loss of gravity. You must see if these eggs survive or not. If
so, please, you must bring these."

"Bring them to you where?"

"This place. To Santiago."

Blake blinked. "You're on Santiago?
Why didn't we just meet face to face, Rufus?"

The Aran grinned again. Or grimaced
more. "I am shy. Species not the same as us, sometimes they are not
so nice, you see."

Blake nodded. "I'll do it,
Rufus."

"Splendid," said the Aran, some of his
legs coming together excitedly before him. "Super."

"And your wife, Rufus? If we, uh . .
."

"She is mother of my children. She is
deceased. Her remains a shell only. Not necessary."

"Okay," said Blake, rubbing his chin.
"Alright. This sounds like something we can do, Rufus." Blake
leaned forward, put his hands on the console. "Let's talk about
money."

 


"We got a job, guys."

The Perilous was en route to
the Syrus star system, where the world of New Yellowstone was
located.

Kitty, making a face, said, "Fetching
a bunch of spider eggs?" The Felioness shivered. "I'd hardly call
that a job. More like a punishment." She sniffed at the contents of
a container from the refrigerator.

OMBot made a beeping sound like
agreement.

"It's a well-paying job," said
Blake, watching a protein soup circle around inside the microwave.
"Anyway, you arranged it for us."

"The eight-legger didn't say we'd be
loading up the hold with spider eggs." She turned to Blake. "I'm
sorry. Are you mad?" She twisted her hips to show him her round
bottom.

"I'm not mad, Kitty. I'm happy to have
a job and one that sounds simple enough at that." He withdrew the
steaming plexi container of protein soup and walked to the table.
"Hold full of Aran eggs notwithstanding."

Settling into his chair, Blake looked
at the numerous empty seats around the table. "Awfully quiet around
here." He sat in contemplation, soup momentarily
forgotten.

Kitty, who had selected a dish that
smelled acceptable from the refrigerator, hopped up onto the
counter and sat swinging her legs, digging into the leftovers with
a fork.

"I miss the old crew, too,
Blake."

"I wish . . . I don't know." Blake
shook his head. "I wish things had gone differently."

"I know you do," said Kitty. "But you
made the right call. Maybe the others will see the light and come
back."

OMBot made a sound like parts were
clanging around loose inside it, which Blake interpreted as a robot
cough, or a particularly intense robot throat clearing. "It's a lot
quieter with that lot gone, if you ask me," said the robot.
"Although you didn't." OMBot's round head swiveled and considered
Blake and Kitty. "Always so much racket when they were around." It
beeped. "Good riddance, I say."

"Oh come on, OM. You miss them, too,"
said Kitty.

"Bah."

"No," said Blake, taking a spoonful of
soup. He remembered the things which had been said that day down on
Foresthaven. The kind of things that once said, couldn't just be
taken back with a simple apology. A rift had burst into being down
there, a chasm which might ultimately prove impossible to
cross.

He put the spoon to his mouth,
swallowed down the soup. "No, I don't think they're coming back,
Kitty."

The Felioness, stared ahead, saying
nothing.

She feels it too, thought Blake. They
were on their own now, the two of them. And OMBot. He took another
spoonful of soup. Well, at least now they had a job to focus on. A
job was good. Jobs kept them flying.

OMBot rattled and clanged, metal
grinding within, as it leaned against the wall. Snoring.

 


The journey took close to fifty
hours.

Passing time on a starship travelling
through space was accomplished in different ways by different
people.

OMBot, for instance, would plug itself
into the Perilous's mainframe so that the robot could be
notified immediately of any system errors or emergencies. After
plugging in, the old robot would promptly go to sleep.

Kitty, who slept long hours and napped
frequently anyway, spent most of her Long Voyage time sleeping. If
awake, she might be found in the kitchen eating, or in the common
area doing yoga, working out, or lounging around, licking herself.
Occasionally, Blake would catch her watching spanking videos on the
main telescreen and send the Felioness to her room.

Blake would often spend Long Voyage
hours staring through the windscreens at the endless blur of deep
space outside the ship, running things over in his mind. Regrets
mainly. Things he wished that he could change or do over again, do
differently. There'd been a lot of that lately since
Foresthaven.

The crew had splintered, and that was
his fault. Kitty might believe he'd done the right thing, but
losing three good friends, or what he had thought were three good
friends, because of one decision really hurt. If it was such a good
choice, how could the crew have been so divided over it?

Whenever he could manage to stop
torturing himself with his thoughts, Blake would spend a few hours
plugged into the virtual reality game, Condux.

Blake spent the fifty hours to New
Yellowstone doing a combination of these: repeatedly checking the
status of his Condux campaign in between bouts of soul searching
out the windscreen. Sleep came grudgingly when he forced himself to
lie down, but never lasted for more than a couple of
hours.
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The Syrus System was mostly
uninhabited. Officially, the only life in the system was in the
orbitals around New Yellowstone. In addition, there was a small
mining outpost located on one of the moons of the system's distant
ice world, Syrus 8, which housed no more than a couple dozen miners
and colonists.

As for the orbitals around New
Yellowstone, it was very much as Rufus, the Aran, had said. Only
scientists had any interest in the world. And not very many of
them. A couple of operational, thinly-staffed orbitals. The
remnants of one other—the crew's current target—which had received
damage during the eruption down on the planet below, and had been
subsequently evacuated. Such was the magnitude of the volcanic
event, debris had been propelled clear of the small world's gravity
and out into the space above it.

The Perilous approached the
planet, Blake maneuvering the ship into a gentle orbit near the
wounded orbital. Blake didn't know what the world usually looked
like, but as he looked down at New Yellowstone now, thick, angry
grey clouds covered nearly the entire surface of the planet
obscuring whatever lay beneath.

Stationed by the radio, OMBot would be
scanning a variety of frequencies and channels, listening for any
chatter that might indicate they'd been noticed. Blake looked over
at the robot. It was making the grinding metal sound which usually
indicated snoring.

Probably, thought Blake, they don't
have the craft or equipment out here to even ID the
Perilous, let alone pursue. Still, picking around the
remains of damaged science orbitals was likely to be frowned upon.
They weren't here to scavenge, but nobody who might discover them
would know that.

"OMBot," he called. The robot jerked
upright, mumbling and grunting. "Look alive."

"What's that supposed to mean?"
grumbled the robot. It beeped. "Are you saying that I look like I'm
dying? A cruel jab at my advanced age, Mr. Starwater?"

"Hardly. You look great, OM." The
robot beeped a sour note.

Soon, Blake had the Perilous
flying just beside the drifting remains of the ruined
station.

"Alright, OM. Hold her steady on this
course. Kitty and I are going to head over there."

"Whatever you say, Mr. Starwater. I'll
stay here and try not to die."

Blake left the bridge and passed
through the forward corridor to the common area. No sign of Kitty.
He went up the stairs to the living deck where all of the crew
cabins—except for his own, which was just off the forward corridor
by the bridge—were located.

Kitty's door was open so he walked in,
knocking on the metal portal as he did so.

The Felioness was seated on her
mattress in her underwear, legs extended out, and bent forward at
the waist—a position which Blake, if he practiced yoga the rest of
his life with dedicated fervor, would probably never be able to get
into. Kitty was slowly and deliberately licking the fur on her
lower left leg. Her eyes were up, watching the telescreen. Blake
glanced at the screen: a dark-furred tabby Felioness lay across the
laps of two giggling human women. Both wore schoolgirl outfits and
masks with floppy ears and fake dog snouts, and they were taking
turns spanking the Felioness with the flat side of a grooming
brush.

"Do you ever get sick of this stuff?"
asked Blake.

"Do you ever knock?" Kitty frowned at
Blake in irritation. She reached for the remote and shut off the
telescreen.

"You're right," said Blake. "I'm
sorry. Your door was open."

"That's because no one else stays on
this deck any longer," said Kitty, lazily stretching out both arms.
Her hands gripped both feet and her head went beyond her knees,
touching her shins; she was bent neatly in half at the waist. Blake
winced, just imagining trying to reach his toes with his
fingers.

Kitty returned to an upright, seated
position.

"Sorry I snapped," she said. She
twisted onto her side, showing her panty-clad bottom. Her tail
danced. "Do you want to—"

"That's okay," said Blake. "You should
get dressed."

She shrugged. "Are we
there?"

Blake nodded.

"Let's go get some spider eggs," she
said, springing off the bed. She dressed quickly; a moment later
the two of them were banging up the narrow metal stairwell to the
top deck pressure bay.

As they got into their space gear,
Blake said, "They're called Arans, by the way. Not—"

"I know what they're
called."

"Okay. It's just, they find that other
term—"

She slipped her helmet on.

"—offensive," Blake finished
lamely.

Shaking his head, he pulled on his own
helmet securely, and then reached out and opened the
hatch.

 


Outside the Perilous, standing
on the top of the ship, Blake readied the kite. Attaching the end
of one coiled wire to the hull of the Perilous, he let the
metal kite float in the zero gravity. He and Kitty each gripped one
of the kite's wings.

"Ready?" asked Blake. Radios inside
their helmets transmitted their words to one another.

The Felioness nodded.

Working the controls, Blake maneuvered
the kite up and into space, using little bursts from the
directional jets to steer. In moments, the pair made their way
across the silent open space and approached the derelict
orbital.

The damage was substantial and clearly
visible. Several breaches had occurred; multiple units of the
floating observation and laboratory orbital were ripped open to the
coldness of space. All manner of debris—small personal items from
within the punctured orbital to large chunks of its structure, as
well as rocks and detritus from the eruption—floated
nearby.

The Aran had given Blake a rough idea
of where the eggsac of his children and their mother should be.
Using this info and a diagram of the orbital's layout, Blake aimed
for the power capsule.

"Know where you're going?" asked
Kitty.

In response, Blake fired the kite's
jets again. He pointed a gloved hand. "That one."

The power capsule seemed to be
undamaged, so far as Blake could tell. They would need to enter at
a different point, and traverse the interior of the orbital. Two
units above the power capsule, a long cylindrical pod had been
ripped open, hull hanging like loose dead skin.

"There."

Blake steered them to the chosen spot.
When they were pressed up against the side of the broken metal pod,
just beside the hole, he fired the anchor bolt of the kite. It
speared the hull, barbs digging in. Blake yanked on it, felt the
strength and grunted. It would hold.

Gripping the well-anchored kite, Blake
helped Kitty through the torn hull, into the orbital's interior.
Once she was safely within, he followed.

The light of the planet below
illuminated the inside of the pod; it poured in through the hole
they had just entered, and reflected off the surfaces within. Blake
turned on his flashlight anyways, and Kitty held hers ready.
Together they floated through the damaged orbital, pulling
themselves forward with the zero-g handgrips bolted along the
inside of the pod.

They moved through an open junction
into the next unit. This one was fully intact and lacked windows;
there was no light entering the room except for the glow following
Kitty and Blake from the previous pod. The interior grew darker as
they crossed the empty unit and headed towards the door at the far
end. That door led to the power capsule.

Blake moved his flashlight over the
darkening interior. This current unit was some sort of science lab.
Silent computer stations marked the direction intended to be the
floor. Cabinets and shelves with clear plexi doors lined the walls,
containing a variety lab equipment. The scientists who remained
aboard the other, undamaged orbitals had probably cleaned this
place out of anything deemed necessary to them or of great value.
Blake had a sudden chilling thought. Hopefully, they had removed
any deceased colleagues, as well.

Kitty was waiting for him at the
closed door to the power capsule. All the systems within the
orbital were dead, and that included the doors. Kitty pointed to
the manual twist handle, and then took hold of one of its five
spokes. Blake grabbed another, and braced himself. Together, they
strained. For a moment, Blake feared the door wouldn't open; but
then the handle inched ahead, slipped a little more, and then it
was spinning open freely. When it was turned all the way, the heavy
door into the power capsule swung open.

Shining her flashlight into the gloom
ahead, Kitty said, "After you."

Blake pointed his own flashlight
within. The beam showed nothing except pipes, wires, and heavy
machinery—the generators and main power core. Blake reached out and
propelled himself into the room.

The clicking of the radioactivity
counter on his arm caused him an instant of panic. Lifting up his
wrist, he peered at the readout in the light of his flashlight.
Above normal, but nothing dangerous. Looking over his shoulder, he
saw Kitty's face still waiting at the entrance to the
pod.

"Are you dead?" she asked.

Blake shook his head, holding up a
hand to shield his eyes from Kitty's flashlight.

"Dying?"

"I'm not dying. Get in here,
Kitty."

She shone her light beyond him, into
the far corners of the room. The massive power generation systems
were cold and silent. Lifeless.

"Any spiders creeping
around?"

"Kitty."

"I meant Arans."

"Come on," said Blake. The Felioness
moved her light around to a few more shadowed places along the
wall, then reached out for a grip and propelled herself
inside.

Blake began examining the interior of
the power capsule, looking around at all the various components,
trying to get his bearings. That little one was dedicated life
support, he decided. The bulk of this wall must be the main power
core for everything from the thrusters of the orbital to the heat
and gravity systems. His light illuminated a small generator in the
far corner. That would be electrical and computer systems.
Probably. Blake returned the flashlight's beam to the main power
generator, then began searching the surface directly above
it.

"What are we looking for exactly?"
asked Kitty.

"There," said Blake, holding his light
steady. A rectangular metal panel in what was intended to be the
room's ceiling. Blake pushed himself off the nearest surface and
floated to the panel. Kitty joined him a moment later. Using the
flat of the small screwdriver in his glove, Blake pried up one edge
of the panel. He worked the panel loose, pulling it into the room,
and sent it floating away.

"Oh, gross." Kitty was shining her
light up into the revealed space.

The body of a dead Aran was floating
there.

 


"Don't just float there looking at it,
Kitty. Help me pull her out of the way." Blake held onto the
bloated, partially decomposed body of the Aran. "And be thankful
that we can't smell anything."

Reluctantly, the Felioness floated
beside Blake and reached out a glove towards the dead Aran. Blake
could see Kitty making a face through the clear plexi visor of her
helmet.

The body of the Aran, who must have
died in the days leading up to the eruption and the damage
inflicted upon the orbital in order to have decomposed to the
extent she had, was now frozen solid. Through the gloves on his
hands she seemed fragile; Blake felt as those he and Kitty might
break her if they pulled too hard or applied too much pressure to
the corpse.

As carefully as they could, Blake and
Kitty maneuvered the dead Aran through the rectangular opening, and
eased her body away from them. It floated across the empty space,
bumping against the far wall.

"So, did she work up here or
something?" asked Kitty, watching the bulky black body slowly
rotate in the empty space. She sounded dubious. "A spider
scientist?"

"She was a stowaway," Blake answered.
"According to Rufus."

"Who?"

"Our client." Blake looked at the
Felioness. "You don't think Arans can be scientists?"

"Of course they can," she snapped.
"Among their own kind. Do you really think there would be a spider
scientist up here with a bunch of you humans?"

Blake opened his mouth to argue the
point, but found he couldn't really imagine such an unlikely
scenario. "Doesn't mean they shouldn't be able to,
though."

"Sure," Kitty agreed, "I didn't say
otherwise. Are you mad?" She showed Blake her backside. The bulky
space suit obscured any sense of the shape of her
within.

"Knock it off," he told her. "And
let's find these eggs."

They returned their attention to the
space within the rectangular opening, which now cleared of the
Aran's corpse revealed itself to be a wide ventilation
shaft.

"So were they just gonna live here on
this orbital
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