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Blake Starwater
grunted as the Beetle's solid boot connected with his injured ribs.
Blake sank down to the cold metal floor, groaning.

"And stay down,"
muttered the thug, mandibles clicking.

The Beetle's
heavy footsteps moved away as he crossed the cargo hold of
the Perilous
to rejoin his comrades. Blake managed
to lift his head from the floor to watch. The three individuals who
had boarded the Perilous were gathered
around the short stairwell that led down into the lower pressure
bay. Their ship was connected to the Perilous there at the bottom access hatch.

The human, Vannover
Sykes, the leader of the group, kept his attention on their android
hostage, BENI. The Beetle now stood at Sykes's shoulder, his rifle
held casually in both hands, facing Blake. The squat, armored thug
twisted up his face into a smug grin.

"You okay, Blake?"
asked Kitty. The Felioness limped over and offered a hand. Blake
grunted through clenched teeth as he regained his feet with Kitty's
help.

"Farewell,
Starwater," called Sykes. The man looked as cool and calm as ever,
dressed neatly in his all-black silk suit, over which he wore a
black trenchcoat. The dark shades on his face glowed softly with
colored light as they displayed whatever information Sykes was
currently accessing directly into his eyes. He could still see; he
waved a mocking salute in Blake's direction.

The third member of
the group, the heavily-tattooed Nagi, showed her forked tongue and
hissed. She twirled her spear ostentatiously, and descended the
short stairwell to the lower pressure bay and their waiting
ship.

"What should we do
with this one?" asked the Beetle, gesturing towards OMBot with his
rifle. The cylindrical robot was standing beside the intruders,
trembling on unsteady legs. "Can I waste it?"

"As you wish,"
replied Vannover with a shrug. The man's right palm was glowing
brightly from within; he held this hand open towards the android,
BENI. "Get moving, gadget."

The android,
compelled to comply by whatever field or energy was being emitted
by Sykes's hand, turned and stepped towards the stairwell.

"Be seeing you,"
called Vannover Sykes, before following after the android.

The Beetle, who had
turned to face the quaking OMBot, now lifted up one of those heavy
steel boots and delivered a swift, solid kick to the front panel of
the robot. OMBot toppled over onto its back, letting out a harsh
beep.

The Beetle came
forward, standing over the supine, struggling robot. The Beetle's
mandibles clicked audibly as he hefted the rifle into position to
fire. He took aim at the robot. OMBot beeped mournfully.

"No," cried Kitty,
digging her fingers into Blake's arm.

"Don't do it," said
Blake, taking a step forward. Pain from his injured ribs made him
gasp.

The Beetle wheeled
around, rifle pointed at Blake and the Felioness. "Stay back," he
warned.

"It's just a simple
robot," said Blake, hand outstretched, appealing for peace.

"Simple?" From its
position on the floor, OMBot beeped sourly.

"And you," said the
Beetle, refocusing the barrel of the rifle at OMBot, "shut up."

Sykes and the BENI
had paused at the top of the stairwell and were watching the
exchange. Now Sykes turned his head to consider the Beetle. "Finish
him, or don't. Stop messing about."

The Beetle grunted,
clicking his mandibles together. He favored Blake and Kitty with a
wide, malicious grin, and then turned his head towards OMBot.
Raised the laser rifle.

"Don't!" cried Blake
and Kitty as one.
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Ten Hours
Earlier.

 


The red-haired girl
returned, curls bouncing as she bobbed her head. "You're all set,
Mr. Starwater." She held her clipboard tightly against her chest
and gazed at Blake. Little blossoms of red colored her pale cheeks.
The young woman seemed barely old enough to be a medical student,
let alone a registered nurse or whatever her precise title was.

"Thank you." Blake
had finished dressing. Now he stood gently patting his ribs through
his shirt and vest. He could feel the tightly-wrapped bandages.
Several broken ribs on his left side. A severely bruised hip.
They'd given him shots for the pain. His ribs needed time to
heal—the anti-fracture agent should be finished with its work in a
couple Standard Days. Provided he rested and avoided any further
hard contact to his ribs.

All this pain and
these broken bones and a visit to the medical center on account of
their last job, which had ended with he and Kitty running for their
lives from a giant earth-boring worm. To top it off, that damned
Flyman, Sebastian Harley, had zipped away with their payment. Now,
they needed to find another job. And quickly.

"Mr. Starwater?" The
nurse was looking at him shyly.

"Hmm?"

"I said, it must be a
very exciting life. Flying in a crew, I mean. Traveling all over
the Known Worlds in a starship." She bit her lip. "Risking your
life." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "You must be very
brave."

"It's not as
glamourous as it seems," he said, crossing the room. "
All I got from our last job was some
broken ribs." He stood before her, looking down into her wide eyes.
"And nothing to show for it."

"I'd like very much
to join a crew one day. Travel the Worlds."

"Take my
advice," said Blake, reaching out for the door. He was about to
tell her to keep her feet firmly on the solid ground; instead, he
paused. All the pain, his broken bones, the annoyance of losing
their payment, the urgency of needing to find the next job . . .
and yet, he wouldn't give it up for anything. The stars were his
home. The Perilous his ground.
Blake cleared his throat. "Follow your dreams," he told the young
nurse.

In the reception
area, he settled his bill with the pay-bot. Pulling free his
nearly-drained creditstick, Blake tucked it away, and then looked
around. Kitty was supposed to be here to meet him, but the
Felioness was nowhere in sight.

Blake walked
outside.

It was presently
night on Abbott V, the small moon that housed the medical center.
Overhead, the massive planet, Abbott I, was two-thirds shadowed, a
bright blue crescent in the sky.

Blake walked a few
steps, hands in his pockets, scanning the wide avenue. The medical
center was a collection of roughly a dozen structures, situated in
a ring-shaped formation. In the center of the complex was the
spaceport, and branching off from this central hub were avenues
wide enough for speeding vehicles to transport patients to or from
any of the individual buildings, these avenues being arranged like
the spokes of a wheel.

It was cold on the
moon and Blake kept his hands in his pants pockets as he kept an
eye out for Kitty. The avenues and walkways of Abbott V were more
like bridges, raised several meters above the surface of the moon,
and lined by railings. Blake went to the nearest, looked down over
the edge. The ground was somewhere down there, presently obscured
by shadow. Blake removed his hands from his pockets and rubbed them
together for warmth.

Where was Kitty? He
withdrew his handheld, messaged the Felioness.

"Blake." Her voice
was breathy.

"Where are you?"

"In the lobby."

"I didn't see
you."

"I'm there now."

"Okay. I'm coming
back. Stay put." Blake closed the call and tucked away his handheld
as he returned to the building he'd exited a moment earlier.

Kitty was in the
lobby when Blake arrived, but she was only just arriving herself,
stepping out from a side office. With her was a young human doctor,
presently adjusting his tie. The man's short hair was black and
neatly-styled, his skin was brown, and he wore wire-framed glasses.
A white labcoat over shirt and tie, dark slacks.

The Felioness was
smoothing her denim shorts. She looked for and found Blake, and
hurried up to him. "You were faster than I expected."

"So were you," said
Blake, smirking.

Kitty's eyes
narrowed, but her lips curled up into grin. "Are you mad?"

The young doctor came
to stand beside her, nodding politely to Blake. Blake was about to
ask about his name when the red-haired young nurse sauntered past,
waving her fingers at Blake. Blake gave a restrained wave in
return. When his attention returned to Kitty, the Felioness's
eyebrow was arched.

"Who's that?" she
asked.

"That," said Blake,
running a hand through his blond hair, "is, uh . . . she's a nurse.
Obviously. Wants to be in a space crew, actually."

"Is that so?" The
eyebrow arched higher.

"Who's your,
uh"—Blake motioned to the doctor—"this guy?"

The young man
answered. "Doctor Tevin Drago." He reached out a hand and the two
men shook.

"Also
interested in joining a space crew,"
said Kitty. "And not fifteen years old."

Tevin Drago laughed.
"Nope. I am somewhat older than that."

"But not too old,"
said Kitty, demurely.

"Okay." Blake
blinked. The doctor looked uncomfortable.

"I told him we were
looking for a doc. For the crew. And he's interested."

Blake opened his
mouth, but Tevin Drago spoke first. "Interested is all. Not trying
to be too pushy or presumptuous. Kitty mentioned the opening, and
I've been thinking more and more of moving on from"—he gestured
with his hands to the subdued lobby—"this."

"I told him I'd
introduce you, that's all" said Kitty. "And show him the
Perilous."

"If it's not too much
trouble," said the young doctor. "Just to get a sense of what your
facilities are like."

Blake shrugged.
"Sure. Come have a look."

"Great! Let me just
make a quick call." The doctor, Tevin Drago, hustled off.

Blake stared at
Kitty.

"What?" asked
the Felioness. "We need a doc. He's a doc. And he's actually interested in joining a crew. What's the
problem?"

"I didn't say
anything."

"No, but you thought
something."

Blake shrugged again.
"I didn't say anything."

After a pause, Kitty
grinned. "Plus, he has soft hands."

Now Blake was the one
narrowing his eyes.

The Felioness laughed
lightly. "Oh, Blake. I'm just kidding." She winked, and twisted to
show him her bottom. "Or am I?"

 


Blake led them
up the ramp and into the belly of the Perilous.

"The cargo hold," he
said, acting the part of a (rather uninspired) tour guide. He
crossed to the control station just inside the ship. Depressed the
communication button. "OM, can you come down to the hold?"

Turning back to the
young doctor, Blake said, "As you can see, it's empty at the
moment."

"Not empty enough,"
muttered the Felioness, who was peering into the shadowed areas
deeper within the hold. She was no doubt watching out for their
uninvited guest—the baby Aran, which had somehow been left on board
after Blake and the crew had delivered the rest of the hatchlings
to their father, Rufus. Arans were an intelligent, eight-legged
species that resembled giant spiders. Although it was generally
considered rude to say so.

Blake waved away the
Felioness's comment to the confused looking doctor. "Kitty's a bit
jumpy around shadows," said Blake. He was still trying to figure
out how to explain the Aran's presence to the doctor.

The Felioness
snorted. "Shadows."

"Yes," said Tevin
Drago, "it is rather dark down here."

"Well," said
Blake, tucking his thumbs into his front pants-pockets, "we don't
like to waste energy here on the Perilous. It's
light enough to see and if you were powered by
batteries—"

Blake paused at the
sound of the arriving lift. A moment later, the door whisked open,
and OMBot appeared. The white, cylindrical robot hobbled forward,
beeping as he approached.

"Oh, look," it said.
"Another human. They're multiplying."

"OM," said Blake,
"this is Tevin Drago. He's a doctor."

The robot beeped.
"Fancy. Has he ever changed the activator on a compression
cylinder?" Tevin Drago shook his head. "Replaced an emergency
thermal lens? How about the autoswitch on a heat coil?" The young
man admitted that he had not. OMBot beeped. "A doctor, eh? I
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