 
 
Whose Short Happy Life?
Fantasy & Science Fiction - March 1968
(1968)*
Sterling E. Lanier
 
 
 
 
 
Here is a story about a hunting party that includes a couple of real hunters and one indoor type. If there's anything worse for a non-hunter than being dragged along on a hunting trip, it's surely to accompany a party that is in search of dangerous game; after all, a guy can get killed ...
 
-
 
              Personally speaking, I don't kill animals for fun. I don't mind people hunting, but I get no pleasure out of it. Not even of watching it. Why not stay in civilization, a nice quiet bar say, with a friendly young thing as company? But I had no choice.
 
              "We're going hunting," the Boss says, just like that. I like my job so I say, "Fine, lovely, what fun," and all that. I like the Boss, mind you, a really great guy, one of the best. Aside from this silly hunting and the wife situation, he's a chap I really admire. Wives? Well, this tramp was the fourth. Half his age and completely, but utterly no good. Just like all the rest, I might add. The Boss is rich but he'd be a lot richer if he didn't feel he had to marry them. The joke is, after he marries them, they despise him. Can't stand him, cheat on him practically in public, laugh at him until he has to get rid of them. And then go find a new one just like the others.
 
              Well, I knew what this was all about. This latest tramp was beginning to laugh. So we were going into one of the Reserves to show how brave and virile the Boss still was. I ask you! A good lay on with a leather strap once a week and he'd have had a happy married life forever. Instead, he has to look for real danger, and include me, who wants no part of it.
 
              "You cheer me up," he says. "Those stories of yours are going to make this the best trip yet. I don't know why I never thought of bringing you before. You're a natural around the camp fire."
 
              I shudder. How much is the job worth? Will this go on every time he splits up? Ugh. I steel myself.
 
              I'll try it once, anyway, before I am forced to quit and find other employment.
 
              If you like wild country, grass and sunlight (who likes that, I ask you), trees and birds and all that junk, I guess you might like the Reserves. We went to the one in the north of Ssgurrland and picked up our guide and vehicles and the guns. There was even one of those for me. It made me cold to look at it. I wondered if I could avoid carrying it, maybe pretend my arm was hurt. I figured that I'd blow my foot off if I ever had to use it.
 
              The guide was terrible, one of those hams you see in the Tridees, all whiskers and muscles, about twice as big as he had to be. I felt small and insignificant beside him. No one was watching me, however. But I could see the Boss's wife giving this bum a fast once-over. And compared to him the Boss looked kind of old and grizzled. It made me mad. I knew what he'd done in the last war as a youngster. Had a lot of medals he never talked about and one of his old servants told me, or I'd never have known. He was twice the hero this brawny oaf would ever be, but the tramp would be in this guy's sack just as inevitably as the Sun went down.
 
              Well, we swore all the Government oaths about never allowing an Escape, even if we died to prevent it. I can tell you, it made me feel creepy. To me the whole thing belonged on a Tridee screen, not for real. People were killed doing what we were. All the time it makes the papers. I still don't know why I didn't quit right then.
 
              Anyway, I signed all the releases, next of kin, all that garbage, and then we went out and climbed in the Kombat Kamper. Some car. Armor and two turrets with sealed ports yet. Just the thing to make you relax. The glass on the ports was thicker than the armor.
 
              The gate guard opened the three gates, one at a time, and we rolled into the Reserve. I knew there were cannon and gas guns trained on us as the last gate opened, in case there was a planned rush. That had happened once or twice in the past, I knew from reading up on the history of the Reserves. It was considered the real danger point.
 
              To be honest, as long as I'm on the subject, I don't really see why we have to have the Reserves anyway. I'm not going to pretend I think it's a good idea, and don't kid yourself. I felt exactly the same way before I went in, and I'm not lying. I saw a Tridee program once, something on the Ed-Yu channel, where this big whisker of a skull tapper explained the whole thing. According to him, we all have a guilt complex and that's why the Reserves. I thought it over and so did some of the other guys in the bar, and well, we decided it was all crazy. Look, it was them or us, see? A war over the whole world, that lasted over twenty years. A war of extermination, that's the way I learned it in school. No quarter, no prisoners, no truce.
 
              So as far as I care, you could clean out every Reserve there is and eliminate all of them, which is what they tried to do to us.
 
              To get back to my thrilling tale of adventure, we saw nothing but a few deer and some birds that night. Nobody was packing laser blast rifles for things like that. For what the Boss was paying, you wanted only the Big Stuff.
 
              We slept the clay through behind the high voltage, portable stockade the guide and his two flunkies set up. He made out that he wouldn't have used it if it weren't the law. What a phoney! The Boss didn't say much, but the tramp ate it up with the "Oh how brave you must be" routine. Enough to make you choke. I slept as well as I could, and we woke at dusk.
 
              We had to listen to a lot of nothing from the guide while we ate out breakfast. All about trails and patterns and how he knew their habits and would put us in a position where even dopes like us couldn't miss. The Boss finally had enough and said sharply that this was his eighth hunt. That shut the clown up, because any one who will go into a Reserve that often is a real hunter. The fact is, the Reserves get even the guides down.
 
              The danger is too real and the feeling of being watched too constant. You just can't shake five thousand years of heredity that easy, and anyone that says you can is a liar.
 
              We packed up and moved out in the Kamper as evening began to blur the details. I felt better without the glare of the Sun, but not so much better I wouldn't have led a run for the nearest gate at the drop of a suggestion. No one made it.
 
              After about an hour, nice and dark out, the guide tells the driver, who is one of his flunkies, to stop. Then he turns to the Boss and says, "I have been watching this area for some time. No recent hunts or sweeps here have turned up any traces. The gate people think there may be a combined movement going on here and asked me to check it. But I, ah, must warn you that it will be very risky if there is anything. If you wish, you can stay here in the vehicle, while alone I blah, blah blah." Finally, he ran down.
 
              "Let's go," says the Boss, grabbing his gun. "You coming?" he says to me.
 
              "Right you are," I say, grabbing my gun, just like in the Tridees. I get to the door before I realize what I'm doing, and by then it's too late to back out. Then I hear the tramp yacking it up. Oh no! Oh yes! She wants to come. After all she has her gun, just like we do. She pulls out all the charm, leans all over the guide and the Boss and finally uses the ultimate argument.
 
              "If that little poop can go, it ought to be safe enough for an infant in arms." You get one guess whom she is pointing at. When the Boss looks at me in a calculating way and says OK, I really get angry. But what can I do?
 
              We start off in a fan formation, guide on the extreme left, Boss on the extreme right. In the middle, me and the tramp, all of us about fifty paces apart. We carry our guns at the ready, and nobody talks, not even bigmouth, the guide. I remember everything I ever read in school about Them, and I guess the others feel the same way.
 
              Pretty soon, I see the guide stop. He hand signals us to stop too and points ahead a way. It takes me a minute, but finally I see that we are close to a boundary fence, and that's what he is pointing at.
 
              At his signal, we move along the fence, but not next to it, I can tell you. Those fences are loaded! Get too close and you are hit by every automatic weapon ever invented, plus mines and lasers, all firing in a random set up.
 
              We had come maybe a thousand paces along the fence and about a hundred out from it, when I see the Boss tense up and stop. We all stop, even the tramp, and he points at something ahead of us in a grove of trees. All I see is a bunch of trees with no leaf on them, but I find out later on that it's the framework for a giant catapult, which is almost complete. The Boss signals with his free hand for the guide to join him. And then the fun starts.
 
              The guide decides he will be a hero and waves us back while he goes forward alone. As if this idiocy isn't enough, the tramp follows him! What she has in mind no one will ever know, but I'll bet it's nothing more than some scheme to humiliate the Boss.
 
              Then all hell starts. There's a scream like you never heard from the tramp, and something vast and dark rises out of the ground in front of us. In one easy motion the guide is hammered into the earth like a tent peg. Another giant limb sweeps the tramp up and away and I hear her hit a tree with a crunch. All of this takes seconds. I am frozen stiff.
 
              But not the Boss! He may be old and a little fat, but you can't change a real fighting veteran.
 
              He shoots his rifle into the middle of that colossus as cool as if it were a target. And he's been thinking too, not just acting on reflex. As the red flash of the laser zeroes in on the monster, the Boss is running towards me, shouting. Even before the beast begins to scream in its giant voice, I can hear the Boss.
 
              "It's an escape! We have to get back and warn them! Stay with me and we'll cover each other!"
 
              Well, you know, even I got a medal. The guide and the tramp got a posthumous citation apiece. What a farce that was. Because the only one of the whole outfit who deserved it was the Boss.
 
              We know now that it was the most dangerous attempt ever discovered. They had a working catapult, rigged it at night, assembled the pieces and set it up to shoot a number of Them over the fence. Crazy! And so were the enormous parachutes made of animal hide chewed fine. So half of them get killed getting over, maybe two thirds even.
 
              Would you want to meet one of the ones that didn't, one of the ones that got into the mountains and couldn't be found until it, or they, dug up some old weapons stores, buried since the war two hundred years ago? Maybe atomic weapons? Makes you think doesn't it?
 
              Who knows what the Boss saved?
 
              Personally, I remember almost nothing. The Boss and I ran back toward the Kombat Kamper. He knew where to go, I didn't. I just did what he told me.
 
              "Shoot left!" He'd shout, and by God there would be one of Them, rising out of the bushes, those great paws spread out to grab. And I'd shoot. The fiery streak of the laser would hit the middle and the awful stink of burnt meat would come at once. Sometimes they screamed, a terrible howl; the volume alone would split your ear drums. Mostly though, they died quiet. And that shows you. That takes training, discipline. They were willing to die that way in the hope of not alerting the others, our two drivers and roustabouts back at the Kamper.
 
              It all seems like a nightmare still, us running and ducking, shooting and dodging. Only an old counterpuncher like the Boss could have got us through, and even he says we're lucky to be alive. If it had been just a tiny bit farther to the Kamper, our blaster charges would have run out. There was the luck, I guess. Hitting the escape attempt on target like that was luck too, of course.
 
              The two techs finally heard something and got the perimeter lights on. When one of them spotted us and saw what we were shooting at, he got into the top turret and started the flame cannon going over our heads. By that time we needed help. Just as we made the perimeter, one of them made a last try. He had a stone-headed club twice as long as I'm tall, and he brought it down in a long, looping slice at my head. Thanks to the Boss, I'm still alive. His shot caught the brute just as it swung. As you can see, it cut right through the fur on my head, grazed the top of my right ear and finally took off the last third of my tail.
 
              Pain? Hell, I was in shock! I didn't feel any pain. You won't believe this, but as I stood there looking down at that naked monster lying dead there, what I felt was pity. Yes sir, pity. Those huge things had almost finished us off once, if you can believe the books. And now all they had were clubs, and we had the whole planet that they'd tamed for us. We had all the knowledge, the cities, the whole culture. All they had was the Reserves and clubs made of stone.
 
              That's why I felt pity.
 
              Of course when I learned how close they'd come ta getting out, after we'd radioed the guards and the planes had come, the copters and hover craft and all, why I lost the pity. That was just a bit too close for comfort. The old slogan about "even a cornered man will fight" wouldn't leave my thoughts.
 
              That's why I want the Reserves abolished. Soft-heartedness could mean we'd be right back where we started, and you know where that was.
 
              In a hole.
 
 
 
The End

