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Sheila Wulf stood there in her designer
pressure suit, her grav-boots planted wide and her arms crossed. I
was thinking: I’ve been out here too long, she almost looks good to
me. If the suit wasn’t so bulky. If she wasn’t my boss. If she
wasn’t Sheila…

“How could something like that just fall
off?” she asked

How can a university education leave someone
so ignorant?

I had my glove gripping the hole where the
stabilizer was supposed to be, just in case my grav-boots failed. I
know most pilots don’t care about floating around, but it’s not one
of my favorite things - even with the suit’s built-in microburst
propulsion to rescue me from being lost in space.

“It didn’t fall off,” I said. “It would have
drifted, and things don’t drift off that fast on their own.”

“Exactly!” Sheila said, as though I’d just
made her point. “So where is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Steven, you didn’t
take it, did you?”

“Of course not,” Steven answered from inside
the ship.

“And we know you didn’t do it, or you
wouldn’t be making such a stink,” I said, and then voiced the only
other possibility. “It must have been your crabs.”

“That’s stupid - what would they do with it?
And they’re not crabs; they’re Chitinoids,” Sheila said over the
radio as she stomped back to the airlock; I swear she left the grav
on just so she could do that. “You damn well better find it!”

“I didn’t want to be on this godforsaken
rock,” I muttered to no one in particular.

Who was I going to complain to? I knew it
wouldn’t matter what I said to Sheila. She was paying for this
expedition, which is to say her daddy was; quite a graduation
present. Besides, I was just a space jock, hired to pilot
her ship; no reason to listen to me. She was bound and
determined to make a name for herself in xenopology, but if it was
me, I wouldn’t have chosen the Chitinoids as a subject. Sure, she
got lucky and discovered the primitives right off, but who on
Earth, or anywhere else, cares what those chittering imitations of
terrestrial crabs had to say – even if you could trust that the
universal translator was getting all the clicks right. I mean
really…

“Don’t let her get to you, mate,” Steven said
over our private channel. “She’s just frustrated that the
Chitinoids aren’t panning out.”

I’d figured it would only be a matter of time
before she realized how useless her project was and want to go look
for something that might have fifteen seconds of fame in it. The
fact that the stabilizer disappeared at the same time she decided
to bail was beyond my control; if I’d stayed at the ship like I’d
wanted, I’d have caught whoever took it. Instead, I was stuck
recording her ridiculous interview sessions for posterity.

“You know, it’s not my fault she can’t do
anything with her crabs,” I said.

“Hey, that’s my fiancé you’re talking about,
there,” he said trying to sound serious, but I could hear the grin
he was wearing.

Just because he was shacking up with her
didn’t mean he was stupid enough to marry her. I think she hired
him because, deep-down, she knew she really wasn’t good enough to
do the kind of credible study she’d need to make a name for
herself. She needed Steven’s xeno talents. He needed the job - the
sex was a bonus. Of course, he might have been getting attached to
Daddy’s money and thinking it might not be such a bad idea.

“Your fiancé? Don’t you go crazy on me,
too.”

“Isn’t love just that way?”

“Don’t make me sick. I’m going to look for
the stabilizer just in case, but I need you to get on the sector,
locate me the nearest spare, and find out how soon they can get it
out here. If she wants off, we better find out how long she’s going
to be yelling.”

“Will do - Ahhh, there you are, Love,” Steven
said, and I could hear Sheila start in about me.

“My, you’re tense,” Steven said. “I know just
the thing…”

I shut down my receiver; I didn’t want to
hear anything more from either of them. The ship was too small for
privacy, so I was going to be out here a while. I swept my helmet
lamp around on the ground under the ship. It would have been nice
to find some footprints, but this was a fairly small rock, and at
two centi-g’s, it would take longer than we’d been there for what
little dust there was to settle after our landing.

I secured a line to our landing gear and
walked away from the ship until I reached six meters out and could
see enough dust again for prints. There were marks from our boots
heading back and forth to the crabs’ castle, and some crab scrapes
by the smaller tunnel opening they’d used when they came to check
us out as we first landed.

I remember how bizarre it was, the way they
made these articulated bridges out of their own bodies when they
wanted to travel above the surface; that’s how they kept from
floating off when they were outside; Steven said Earth ants did
something similar. If you hadn’t known that it was a bunch of
mind-linked crabs, you would have thought it was the coppery
tentacle of some creature hiding below the surface.

No need to rush things. I took my time
walking the perimeter, but I didn’t see any more signs. I’d already
run through the videos from our couple of ship-mounted cameras, but
they showed nothing. Whoever or whatever took it had managed to
stay out of the frame.

I made my way back to the ship. Mounting pins
had been known to fail, but not while just sitting there. We landed
with them intact, and the stabilizer feedback was normal at
shutdown.

I was staring at the hole when I noticed a
royal blue wisp floating near the opening. It looked like a tiny
bit of that seaweed-ish sort of stuff we’d seen the crabs eating.
Sheila thought it might be a plant, but she’d never been able to
get a sample: no sooner would we spot a strand in the castle than
the crabs would scurry to the spot ahead of us to suck it up.
Sometimes you’d see a blue wisp seeming to ooze from a crab, like
it was a meal trying to escape out of the ridges in their shells,
but they’d syphon those up pretty fast, too.

A light finally started flashing on my
dashboard; Steven wanted to talk. I opened my link.

“Find anything out there, mate?”

“Nothing helpful,” I said. “I still think the
crabs are the most likely culprits.”

“Yeah, but why?”

“How would I know what goes on in those
things’ heads? All I know is: it’s gone. What did you find out
about a replacement?”

“Maggie says she can swing by with one.”

“Surprised she has one,” I said.

“She doesn’t have one, exactly, but
she knows where to get one.”

Maggie was a rock-hopper – a tough, grizzled
old merchant who served the "local" miners, construction workers,
and colonists. It was amazing how many things she had in that wagon
of hers; you could even get a hot sandwich if you wanted. The
stabilizer would have been cheaper if she already had one wasting
away in her inventory, and she’d probably charge a premium for it
as a special order, but what did I care? It wasn’t my money.

“When can we have it?”

“Ten days,” Steven said.

That wasn’t bad, considering how far out we
were; I would have said so if I’d had a chance.

“Ten days!” Sheila shouted. “Oh. My.
God.”

I wished I’d known she was on the line - I’d
assumed it was just Steven. It would have been nice to have a
chance to paint it in a better light before…

“No way I’m hanging around here for another
ten days!”

“You, know, Miss Wulf, this isn’t your
father’s estate,” I said. “Amazon doesn’t make it out here.”

“Well, we’re not waiting for her,” Sheila
huffed. “We’re going back to the castle.”

“I thought you didn’t want to do that
anymore, Love,” Steven said.

“Well, flyboy thinks they took it, and maybe
he’s right,” she said. “We might as well go and find out.”

I waited outside for them to suit back
up.

Another trip to the castle. I would have
rather spent my time doing something productive - setting up a
couple of Sheila’s cameras on the ship to cover our blind spots,
for instance. But what Sheila wanted, Sheila got, and I have to
confess, the fact that she was taking my idea about the crabs even
half seriously was a bit of an ego boost. We men can be so stupid,
sometimes.

There really wasn’t much hope we’d pry
anything out of the crabs. Sheila hadn’t been able to get them to
do much more than talk about the weather; for the crabs that meant
a meaningless conversation about the coming shadow. They were in
quite a tizzy about going through their version of the endless
night. For critters that lived mostly underground and had no
lighting of any sort in their dark burrows, it didn’t seem like it
should make any difference to them.

Sheila and Steven came out with the trunk
that held Sheila’s recording equipment and the translator. I took
it, and the two of them floated a bit ahead of me while I walked. I
knew Sheila was annoyed by my reliance on the grav-boots, but Daddy
wasn’t paying me enough to float around untethered.

I looked off to my right at the nightline;
the rock’s rotation was so incredibly slow, the line between day
and night seemed a permanent part of the landscape. It wasn’t
really – it was advancing on both the castle and our landing site
at the rate of seventeen centimeters per day, which meant it
wouldn’t reach the castle for another month.

The castle wasn’t really more than a lump of
rock protruding above the surface, with an opening that only
required us to bend over a little. A cave comfortable for five, but
too close for ten. On the inside there were openings that led into
the maze of tunnels that made up their kingdom; Steven had tried
sending a cam-bot down one to see what the crabs’ inner sanctum was
like, but they hadn’t welcomed the intrusion and had ushered it
back out. We could come into the castle, but no further.

Sheila and Steven entered before I got
there.

“Hurry up, Mark!” Sheila said. “You’re
holding everything up.”

I secured the trunk to an outcropping, opened
it and gingerly lifted out the translator. Someday they might be
able to compress all the different cameras, microphones, and
bio-sensors that combined to interpret the myriad nuances of a
conversation with alien life-forms, but until then it was a bulky
device that needed to be transported and unfolded with care. I bent
over so I could carry it into the castle, and then anchored the
translator to a couple of holes the crabs had made in the ceiling,
then unfolded it so the sensors could take in the scene.

Sheila and Steven were sitting on their
tripod stools, facing a long stone ledge that ran across the back
wall. The translator projected a holograph between them, imitating
the simulacrum a group of crabs had sculpted from the waist up with
their bodies to match ours; the crabs’ construct sat on the ledge
and leaned against the back wall. It made it look like the body
might continue below the ledge, as though, instead it sat behind a
table. It reminded me of warriors at a mead hall feast.

We had taken to calling the stacked crabs The
Princess, even though we were never sure whether the same crabs
were there each time. It didn’t seem to matter – we hadn’t been
able to discern any prominent individuals among the collective.
They all spoke with the same mind, their language sounding like
ball bearings dumped on the floor and chalk squeaking on a
chalkboard, with an underlying, bee-like buzzing. As they did, The
Princess’ head nodded, in passable imitation of how we moved our
heads when we spoke.

“You honor us once again with your presence,”
a tinny voice emanated from the translator. How it interpreted this
from that pile of rattling I don’t know; it also had to contend
with the crabs trying to act like us. But Steven knew his stuff,
and he swore by the technology.

“And we are grateful for your hospitality,”
Sheila answered.

Within a second, the translator passed this
on through the holograph, as a
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