PROLOGUE
Dai ' k-dt e sa-de nav' gkon dtai naun bpi de.
"The fight begun would not end until the end.”
Tarei ' hasan, shit.

Nat'ka' pu illustrated howsilly the old yautja saying was by feinting to
the left, then slipping around the sparring spear thrust out by his opponent.
Wth astoni shing speed the Leader followed through with a |ightning |unge,
graspi ng the edge of the student's mask and ripping it off his face, shearing
off a couple of tightly bound ringlets of hair in the process. Yellow eyes
bl azed with surprise. Mandi bles clicked with shane.

The student yawked with displeasure, attenpting to slap Nat'ka' pu back with
the blunt side of the spear. But with a creaking heave of his arnor the Master
t ook advantage of the cocky student's bad positioning, hacking down on the
el bow with the blunt edge of his | eather gauntlet, forcing the weapon to slap
down onto the floor. Then, before the snot-nosed fool could even begin another
sorry how, the expert reached in and boxed the warrior's right tusk so hard
that it looked to the others as though the young one's head woul d be ripped
from his nuscle-grieved neck. The student could only give to the force so
adroitly positioned. Wth a gasp he toppled to his knees.

"Nai n-desintje-da. "

The pure win, of course. Nat'ka' pu expected nothing | ess of hinself.
However, he spat upon his victimw th open contenpt. The fool should have
| asted longer in battle. For all his young pride and strength, he was one of
the nore thoughtless sparring partners that the Leader had ever faced.

"You have nmuch work before you if you wish to feel the sting of the Hard
Meat's thwei upon your browif you survive that |long."

The student---a snarly, oily fellow named Ki'vik'non just glared back
silently and woodenly.

"Cet away fromny sight," snapped the Leader. "Go and wash di sgrace and

defeat fromyour eyes. And cl eanse your ears as well. You snell of
chil dbearer's musk. Hurry, Ki'vik'non ---- or your betters will wish to mate
with you."

The cruel joke set the others on the deck of the ship into a braying,
clicking laughter-derision. Wth as much dignity as he could nuster under the
circunstances, the fallen woul d-be warrior rose to his feet with a clatter and
creak of his awuasa. Sunken deep in their orbs, his yell ow eyes shone hatred
and di srespect before he clanked back into the ranks. Sonething was wong with
this one, Nat'ka' pu thought. This Ki'vik'non | acked the sense of honor that
drove a good warrior. He bore watching. Nor would it be a good idea to turn
his back on Ki'vik'non when they---

Suddenly the enunciator in the wall of the kehrite bl ared.
"Kai nde anedha!"

The Leader's mandibles rippled with satisfaction, even anticipation



He turned to the younglings, his eyes blazing with challenge.
"Prepare your souls for sone true action!”

The ship of the yautja descended fromthe clouds and skated across the tops
of trees. This was a fertile planet, which suited yautja purposes just fine.
Besides its variety of terrain, it had plenty of species of life, many quite
vi ci ous and dangerous, naking it prine Hunting naterial

The yautja were Hunters who traveled fromworld to world, proving
themsel ves with the skill of their kills. Nor was Hunting just sport for them
it was a way of life. It was the Path. The phil osophy that bound their bones
nore surely than did their sinews. They were Predators, and they often ate
what they could, but nore often they collected and preserved only trophies to
testify to their prowess. They were Predators of meat physical, neat
spiritual, and below their ship now was one of their favorite tastes in
predatory effort.

Kai nde anedha. Hard Meat.
And Hard in nore ways than one.

Upon this Hard Meat, sown in chosen areas, the youth of this race cut their
tusks. Upon this Hard Meat, the inexperienced |earned the Truth of the Path,
turned experience into value, cane of age, becane a true yautja and could
father younglings with pride and pass on the courage and honor that separated
Beings of WIl fromthe dross of nmere instinctual life.

The Hard Meat was val uable prey for the Hunter, because it could turn the
tables with a flick of a claw

There was no nore val uable target for Predators than other predators, for
indifficulty is there courage and honor. And honor and courage were of
par amount value in these creatures' |ives.

Their ship | ooked |ike a conbination between a fish and a huge engi ne tube.
Wth a strange flash of greenish hue, it landed in a clearing. A broad ramp
extended fromit, and down the ranp the Hunting party strutted. Seven of them
there were: four students, the Leader, and two adjutants. The students and
Nat' kapu carried only spears; the adjutants carried burners.

They were giants, these warriors. Their average hei ght was two and a half
neters, and even the shortest, at a nere two neters, had broad shoul ders and
bi ceps that strained against their |eather jerkins. They wore arnor and nasks,
and their tough, wirelike hair hung in dreadl ocks fromthe back of their
necks. The first step toward becomi ng a warrior was the agony of the pleating
of these |ocks, a process that took nonths of ritual and scal p pain, performnmed
in public sessions. |If there was any sign of tears or even the tiniest voicing
of pain, then the intricate weavings would be undone, and the candidate had to
start fromthe begi nning.

Nat' ka' pu was in the forefront of the party, as befitted his rank. The two
adj utants hel d sight anplification equipnent. They quickly scanned the
terrain. The short one grunted, then pointed.

The prey was spotted.

Nat' ka' pu called for the binoculars. He trained themon the bushes, saw the
squatting, partly hidden formof the Hard Meat.

How odd. It was not a Queen, and yet it was discernibly larger than the



average drone. The Leader tapped his mandi bl es thoughtfully against his mask
then turned to face his charges.

"Who denands the honor of facing this fresh Meat first, al one?"

They all brandi shed their weapons as one, fiercely and yet quietly. This
was all part of the cerenony.

Nat ' ka' pu | aughed nockingly. "You are fools, all of you, and yet at the
first part of the Path Iies the door of the fool."

"Per haps you shoul d show us the door, Leader," suggested Ki'vik' non

"Perhaps | should show your intestines the point of ny spear!" barked the
commander .

"It is true," said the short adjutant, whose nane was Lar'nix'va. "These
are rank begi nners and have never sucked Hard Meat before. It is not fitting
that a few feints be nmade by the Bl ooded-especially when the Bl ooded is said
to have fought the Hard Meat bare-fisted."

"And torn off its head!" spat Nat'ka' pu proudly. "Very well. But mark ny
net hods, for | will leave the final killing to you, nmy students."

That said, the Leader turned and wal ked jauntily. He'd weaken the thing so
that his charges could dispatch it easily. It had been a | ong day, and he was
| ooking forward to going back and selecting a bulb of c¢c'ntlip to drink with
his bloody nmeal, to the relaxation it would bring and the pleasant dreans of
his wives, waiting for his valiant seed back hone.

The yautja called this world Var. It was used only off and on for Hunting,
despite its nerits. The Brave Peopl e were vagabonds of a sort and had a w de
field in which to range, touching on a variety of worlds. Too long in one
pl ace created stale kv'var --- exercises. It blunted the warrior's soul, and
made the Path rocky and illusory.

When a flotilla of ships had returned to Var, however, there was a distinct
change. There were oomans here now, that new growh of intelligent Soft Meat
who were col oni zing worlds. Nat'ka' pu knew that yautja |ore spoke of many
expeditions to the homeworl d of the oomans with delicious results. Adventures
to make a warrior smack his Ilips. The notion of perfornming kv'var on a world
where hunmans had settled-albeit only in one snall area, and with odd purposes
and circunstances-stirred his blood. At the very least, hiding their
activities fromthe Soft Meat would give hima sense of superiority. And if
Nat' ka' pu actually encountered them and was forced to hunt oomans? Wl |, then
all the better. Nat'ka' pu could use sonme ooman skulls to dangle from his
trophy cages. Perhaps that would even gain himsone new conquest with femnal es.

The thought stirred his seed within his |oins and churned up his blood. He
could feel the aggression knotting in his nuscles, and his great heart beat a
song of battle.

He advanced, his spear held out in front of him part of the ritual of
Readi ness.

The Hard Meat did not stir behind the covering of the bush, which was not
unusual . It was daylight, and though the Hard Meat was not nocturnal, it
preferred to slink through areas of darkness. That it was out in the open at
all was a wonder, but then, Nat'ka' pu had seen themin such circunstances
before. Nor did they usually travel alone, though the detectors showed no
other Hard Meat in the area. Just as well, however. The situation suited him



perfectly. It was as though it were tailor-made for such a training exercise,
and Nat'ka' pu was never one to push away a chall enge of fate, even when it was
presented upon a tray of precious netal

Had he nerely wanted to kill the beast, he woul d have approached it in his
shiftsuit and turned a burner on it. There was no valor in that, though, and
certainly no I esson for the snot-noses.

No, he had to face the thing full on

However, for the beast to be fought properly, it had to be aware of his
presence. This one seened to be in an odd and awkward ki nd of repose. If it
had been dead, their sensors would not have picked up its signs.

So what was wong with it?

Carefully, his warrior's instinctual antennae out and questing for
i nfornmation, Nat'ka' pu advanced, his spear firmy placed before him ready for
any sudden char ges.

He canme into full view of the creature
The Hard Meat was indeed a | arge one.

It |ooked like the obscene skel eton of sonme | arger nonster, and Nat'ka' pu
could feel the famliar wormof fear threatening to wiggle in his gut. H's
said his kantra, though, which kept the fear at bay, and used the spurt of
adrenaline to sharpen his senses.

Yes, the nonster was obscene in every sense.

Part reptilian, part insect, part arachnid, and all evil, with no gl ow of
nobi ity or honor whatsoever. Just sheer vicious need to kill and procreate.

Its head was |ike a banana with teeth. No eyes. It had a reptilian tail
and long mantis-like linbs. Pipes rose fromits back |ike periscopes out of
hel I .

Sonet hing different about this one, thought Nat'ka' pu. Somethi ng odd,
besides its large size.

Hi s boot stepped on a dry twig.
Snap.
The response was i medi at e.

The Hard Meat rose up like a vehicle on hydraulic crane legs, and a
soul -chilling hiss escaped fromits nmouth. Thick saliva dripped fromits jaws,
and it reared up for what |ooked |ike the beginning of a charge.

Nat ' ka' pu went inmediately into the Warrior's Stance, the position from
which all martial-arts noves in such Hunt battles derived. Hs mnd spun
ahead, cal cul ating the naneuvers that would be necessary when this creature
att acked.

The Hard Meat al ways attacked. These were not shy creatures. They were
vicious fighters, albeit with limted intelligence. They were tenaci ous and
cunning, with a terrible focus, and deadly weapons at their disposal. Even in
Deat h they could be deadly; their blood was acid that could eat through sone
yautja arnmor, all yautja flesh.



The review flashed in his mnd

When facing Hard Meat with only a spear, the best course of action was a
penetration into the thing's inner defenses and then a qui ck upthrust through
the bottom of the head, into a portion of the brain that would paralyze it. At
that point, one could carve the thing up at |eisure. The challenge in this
situation was to duel with it only awhile, perhaps slightly incapacitating it,
so that the students would have an easier road to the final victory. A wound
to the thorax perhaps, or a |opped-off I|inb.

Hi ss.
The thing rose up and down, al nost chall engi ng.

Nat ' ka' pu's mandi bl es bristled He could taste the blood of victory in his
nmout h, even agai nst the harsh, fearful snell the thing was exudi ng.

He raised his spear and chanted that nbst Holy of Holies, the Warrior's
Song, that blast of wind and rain that terrified greater prey than this.

Then, pride and joy brinming in his veins, he advanced upon the next |eg of
the Path.

The kai nde anedha suddenly stooped.
VWhen it canme back up, it was holding something in its |inbs.

That was one of the things that was different about the thing, Nat'kapu
realized. The linbs were different. At their ends were structures very like
hands.

And in those hands now was a weapon.
No! WAs this a dreanf? Hard Meat couldn't hold weapons.

But before he could think anynore, the weapon gave off a blast of fire that
cut through Nat'ka' pu like a giant saber, and the Great Path suddenly dropped
away |ike a trapdoor into pitiless darkness.

Lar' ni x' va watched as the explosive bullets ramred t hrough his conmander's
arnor, watched as they bl ew his head and chest apart like ripe naxa fruit.

He did not watch for |ong, however, for action in the Iife of the warrior
was the stuff of survival. This was no | onger an exercise, this was the rea
t hi ng, and sonething incredi bly unexpected had just happened.

Rai sing his burner, he ran forward, calling out a terse conmand for the
other adjutant to do |ikew se. The nonment he was within striking distance, he
pressed the trigger. A streamof power and flanme streaked out, attaching
itself to the Hard Meat before the creature had the chance to swing its weapon
around.

The thing screanmed and fought against the power, but it was bl own back
bl azi ng, pieces of its chitinous body tearing off.

The blast of his fellow adjutant pushed it over, finishing the destruction
The Hard Meat was soon a pyre of death.

When the flames died down, the group wal ked through the gory ground,
l[ittered with the blood of their conmander.

"l am Leader now," stated Lar'nix'va matter-of-factly. "Is there any



chal | enge?”
There was none. Astoni shment hung heavy amid the stink of Death.

When the dead creature had cool ed, one of the students stirred the renmnins
with the end of his spear

Lar' ni x' va | ooked down, deeper astonishnment filling himat the renains of
the creature.

A guttural snarl tore fromhis |ips.
"What is happening upon this planet?" he said.
None of the others had an answer.

Lar' ni x' va swung back and wal ked to his ship through the splattered body of
Nat ' ka' pu

The flotilla would need to be contacted.

Thi s business bore evil portent, and fromhis |ife experience, the short
yautja suspected who lay at the root of it all.

For whenever there were oonans on a planet, there was al ways troubl e.

Chapter 1
Peace can kill."

Machi ko stared at the blocky letters she'd just witten on her blotter for
a nonent, then with a red pen commenced to illuninate the P, Iike a dusty old
nonk at work on sonme Cothic Bible.

The cursor of her desk-bulb conputer blinked blindly at her. A stack of
i nput crystals lay inert atop her IN conpartnent. A nmug of coffee with a dead
nmultilegged, nultieyed insect afloat on its turgid surface sat to one side,
besi de a hal f-finished piece of dunktoast. The gray, flat plains of Alistair
Three stretched out from her w ndow |i ke nothing, squared.

The warrior was bored.

The nenories of battle lived inside her like bloody nonunents to a tine
when she'd been truly alive.

A time of danger, nobility

And yes, honor

She' d been a different person then
Buddha, how she'd changed.

Ryushi had changed her. Her time with the yautja pack had changed her. Both
to the better, she thought. At the core of her soul, before, there had been
shane. Her father had brought shane upon her Japanese famly in Kyoto,
enbezzling fromhis conpany and then taking a coward's way out by killing
hi nsel f before he could be jailed. "You are ny flesh, Machiko," he had said.
"You must restore the fanmly's honor."

And then his blood had spilled.



Machi ko Noguchi had tasted honor when the bugs had been | oosed upon her
town of Prosperity Wells, fighting al ongsi de Dachande and his warriors. Wen
she had joined the Hunter Pack, she had literally becone honor. But then
| ater, her humanity had called to her upon that mner's world, and although
honor demanded that she fight against the pack to save her ooman genetic kin,
it had neant betraying her place in the pack. And now, stuck back in the
nmuddl e of humanity agai n, she had | ost that sense of honor, becone nerely
quoti di an.

And oh, yes-a little snarly, alittle bitter

She stared norosely at her vague reflection in the conputer screen. A few
lines had forned beneath her dark Japanese eyes, and her short black hair was
alittle gray, but otherw se she was an attractive wonan. Snall -breasted,
nmuscul ar, a conpact beauty. It was |ost on her, though. She |onged for nore.

She si ghed.

You' d think the Conmpany would at |east let her bring Attila on shift. At
| east then she'd have soneone to talk to. She wouldn't have to resort to
doodl i ng. However, the last thing the Conmpany was interested in was her nenta
health. As far as they were concerned, she could drool and doodl e here, just
as long as she got her job done. Just as long as she stayed out of trouble.

If only they didn't have that contract hanging over her |ike the sword of
Danmocles. If only she had noney, a ftl-ship---a business plan . . . !

If only .

A high-pitched voice froma grille nolded into the franework of the desk
besi de the conputer facet interrupted her reverie.

"Ms. Noguchi!"

She started, then imediately realized who it was. How nmany tines had she
wi shed that she could yank this infernal radioconmfromits nooring and toss
it into the garbage bl aster? Freedom woul d break out. Peace fromthe incessant
whi ne of the planet's Conpany president . . . a man who made certified ana
retentives seemrel axed and carefree.

"Yes, M. Darkins."
"How s that oversheet comning?"

"It's going well."

"Good. G ad to hear it. | need not remnd you that it's due in ny office at
the end of the week. Conpany heads are expecting a subspace transm ssion then
and a conprehensive one. | trust that it will be a better job than last tine."

“I think it will satisfy them™

"Cood. Jad to hear it. You' ve got an inportant job, M. Noguchi. An
i mportant job, on an inportant planet."

The transm ssion ended, with a faint buzzing sound |ike the annoyi ng song
of arat-fly.

Sur e.

| nportant, her butt.



Alistair Three-al so known as Doc's Wrld-was a planet with a perfect
rotation, a perfect distance fromthe sun, a perfect atnmosphere . . . perfect,
that was, for a blandly uniformsurface, with bland cattlelike grazers on its
vast plains, few nmountain ranges. Its weather was boring, its oceans were dul
and lusterless; all its specifics were the epitome of nonotony. One of these
days humans from ot her planets would get around to fully populating this
pl anet, but for right now there were far nore appealing planets to go to, with
much | ess di stance between them and the rest of the human part of the gal axy.

What interested the corporation enough to dip its tentacles down into Doc's
World (named after one of the nen who'd discovered it, Doc Warden, an
al coholic ne'er-do-well whose ship had gotten | ost, and whose conment on
Alistair Three was "Makes nme want another drink") was sinple.

The m ni ng.

Not that Doc's Wrld had anything |ike rubies or dianpnds or unusua
preci ous gens.

No, what it had was narkon ore, a curious grade of ore created by Alistair
Three's uni que m neral vul canization process, which the corporation liked to
use in its starship engines. Thus it had set up this Bl akean "dark satanic
mll" to mne and process said ore, then to transport it to satellites and
nmoons where the shipbuilding was acconplished. Al npost ten thousand people
lived here in Solitaire City. Many were nminers who took a daily troop train
twenty mles south to a nmountain range where they worked. Many were the
m ners' conpani ons who often as not went with them A few were supervisors and
managers. A few nore were bureaucrats. Mchi ko was one of those fewalbeit on
a top echelon-and she loathed it.

And to think of what her past had been
To think that she had once run with a Predator pack
Oh, how the Mghty had fallen

She sighed and tapped up the spreadsheet. She began to exam ne the data
that had been entered by others, and to send the conputer through its analytic
paces so that the corporation would have the precious vital statistics it
needed. She stared awhile at the screen, and then she put in another crystal
adding a new matrix of information

Juggl e, juggl e.
Toil, trouble.

After a while, she saved her work. She sipped her coffee. And then she
stared off into the plain plains of this nothing world, renenbering what it
had been like to fly with lightning in her w ngs.

Chapter 2
Machi ko, warrior, |ooked around and found hersel f surrounded by Death
The bugs.

For a brief nonment fear exploded inside her. Then she realized that fear
was her friend. It helped limt the borders between |ife and death, Iight and
dark. It plunbed the depths of her soul and biochenmi stry, bringing up the
t hunder of valor and the controlled expl osi on of adrenaline.



Up ahead Top Knot, running point, ainmed a strafe of plasma. The fiery stuff
raked across a line of the aliens, cracking their chitin into cinders. Letha
aci d spl ashed back, boiling into acrid steam

O hers of the pack added to the fire, tearing a wide hole in the junble of
t he bugs, the swelling ranks pouring forth through tunnels to protect their
hi ve.

The pack had just landed on this planet in the najestic and silvery craft
that was their starship. Their mssion was sinple: secure this hive's Queen
for their own purposes. Sinple though their goal mght be, the road there was
not .

She was working with a pack of yautja on perhaps one of their npst
danger ous obj ectives-indeed, so dangerous that the Predator Hunter's nornma
codes of conduct in the pursuit went right out the w ndow.

For this expedition, anyway, the ritual |aws of matching the quarry weapon
for weapon were suspended.

The nagi natas and scatterguns prescribed for hunting the kai nde anedha, the
Hard Meat, were replaced by plasnmacasters and | asers.

This was no Hunting trip.
Thi s was war.

Just as it had generally been in the history of her own ooman peopl es,
there are no rules in war.

Only obj ecti ves.

Machi ko, warrior, was no | onger Machi ko Noguchi. No | onger a streanlined
ranrod for the corporation on a planet of alien cattle. She was Dahdt oudi
proud and brave warrior, who had proved herself on the planet called Ryush
and was Bl ooded by no |l ess than the great Dachande, a great Predator Leader
Dahdtoudi. "Little Knife." The lightning scar that he had etched on her
forehead just before his death with the acid of a broken bug finger, partly
neutralized by his bloody spittle, marked her glory for life. Wen the pack
searching for Dachande and his ill-fated mi ssion, headed by the valiant

VK'l eita, had discovered Machi ko, she was Dahdtoudi, and she bore Dachande's
mark and had a Queen's skull hangi ng above the door of her hone. She'd been
one of the surviving oonans---humans---on Ryushi. She had no particul ar reason
to stay, seeing as she no longer felt conmtted to the Conmpany, and every
reason to go with the yautja. Wth the alien Hunters she found the core of
honor, a state that eradicated the shame that had descended upon her fanmily
when her father, having been caught enbezzling funds fromhis famly, had
conmitted a bl oody seppuku. But a suicide w thout honor. Though she had
excel |l ed schol astically and then corporately, this was a pain and shane that
had al ways hung over her, crippling her relations with other people. She had
found it difficult to get close to people, but there was always the desire.
Now there was no reason to get close to the yautja. Here, thus rel eased, she
could test herself, test her courage and skills, test all the things that
woul d | ead her into the state of grace shown her by Dachande.

As a Bl ooded One, she'd been entitled to cone for Hunts.

She felt a real and profound need for that now, a vital desire to pursue
honor and val or and the ways of the yautja

A desire she needed to explore.



And so now, here she was

They noved through the birthing chanbers. Renains of ill-fated deni zens of
this foggy world, apelike creatures with four arns, big jaws, and el ephantine
ears-hung fromthe walls, their chests burst, their innards in various states
of deconposition. The snell was beyond description, beyond bad, cloying and
gagging. If not for the filters in the mask they'd given her, Machi ko woul d
not have been able to nmake it through that funk. Well, perhaps . . . After
all, she was no | onger Machi ko, she was Dahdtoudi, and she had not yet fully
tested what Dahdtoudi coul d take.

What ever it was, she knew it was going to have to be a lot. She'd braced
herself for this raid. She'd braced herself when she'd gone off with the pack
Her whole |ife now was one big Brace--

Payoff tinme now.

The big guns having paused nmonmentarily for their netaphorical breaths, the
Leaders stepped aside, staggered English-line style, for their backers to |let
| oose their volleys.

Machi ko and the youngers to the rear discharged their weapons, cutting into
the throng of aliens, slicing, dicing, and generally churning up the Hard Meat
i nto chunky-style puree, acid flavor

Machi ko wore the yautja armor, sleek and econonical and oddly confortable.
The material worked well in the nmovenents of her lithe nuscles, and the air
circul ati on was superb. The arnmor was blessed, and it felt alnost |ike
augmenting prosthetics, as though the lines converged into power that boosted
her own. Her hair was worn now in the cerenonial ringlets, rather |ike neat
dr eadl ocks bouncing energetically at the back of her head as she noved
forward, her discharges blasting through the dying, spindly creatures.

They broke through.

As though this know edge was as instinctual as it was enpirical, the pack
nmoved as one through the opening presented to it. The wedge of the ol der
val or-hoggi ng frontnost went first, and the others, including Machi ko, all owed
this. All were equal in honor, all were esteened. However, Machi ko had quickly
glommed on to the fact that these Predators were pretty much like an Earthly
predat or pack. The menbers jostled for dom nance, and the ol der, smarter, and
nore experienced nenbers were generally either given deference or sinply
pl owed past the nore awkward younger nenbers.

"Ha ha ha!" whooped one of the younger warriors, a snot-nosed kid about a
head shorter than the others; a difference in height was al nost nade up for by
the chip on his shoulder. This dude had bridled at Machi ko's presence in the
pack fromthe word go and had been on her back ever since. He took guff from
the others for his lack of stature, then handed it to her coated with a little
shit for good neasure.

"Ha ha ha!"

It was garbled laughter. He'd heard Machi ko | augh once, and he woul d
imtate her fromtime to tinme, out of spite. She jostled right back generally;
jostled just short of a set-to: no reason to nake unnecessary waves, when al
she wanted was to sing in the band.

No, especially right now, smack in the mddle of a den of the npbst vicious
killers in the gal axy.



"Ha ha ha!"

The tide had let up under the slash and burn of their weapons. The el ders
were hurrying along, intent on their goal, the other youngers tagged al ong,
j ust behind them

She cal l ed her tornentor Shorty, though before she'd assunmed he didn't know
Engl i sh.

Now, though, she wonder ed.
He turned around and shoved her
"Ha ha ha!"

She went back a few feet, surprised at the push. She'd already figured out
that the very last man had the | east honorable position in battle, albeit a
necessary one. That nust have been what Shorty intended: to nmake sure that she
cane up in the rear.

"Al'l right," she said, "let's just go," hoping her tone was understandabl e,
i f not her words.

"Ha ha ha!"

Shorty fairly skipped ahead, waggling his |ocks at her in a defiant,
t easi ng nmanner

Qops.

She saw the thing way before he did. It was comng out of a tubing in the
ceiling: a nean-looking bastard, its diseased banana head al ready dri pping
saliva, its claws outstretched and ready to junp.

"Watch out!" she cried, pulling up her plasma gun

Shorty nmay have been young and stupid, but he was quick. He spun around,
| ooking up i mediately at the trouble.

She wai t ed.
Not because she wanted to see Shorty kill ed.

Worse. She wanted to let himsweat a nmonent, until she did sonething nmuch,
much worse ...

Fast as he was, the bug was faster.
It junped down, leaping for the certain kill.
Machi ko fired.

The bl ast caught the bug in mdsection exactly at the point she had
cal cul ated, not only smashing the thing to fiery bits but bl ow ng back those
pi eces and their acid blood against the wall, preventing themfromfalling on
Shorty.

Shorty stepped back away fromthe devastation. He had stopped | aughing.
Through his nask Machi ko could see the ice of his glare.

"Ha ha ha!"



One of the other youngers, up ahead, had stopped. A brawny arm pointing an
accusi ng finger.

"Ha ha ha!"

They' d | earned the laugh, all right, and now the derision was bei ng heaped
on Shorty.

A bark of comunication. Shorty turned and storned off. Machi ko fol | owed
into the harsh acridity of the snoking advance.

Time to get back to work

Sonetinmes, at lulls Iike these, when Machiko felt a little sick to her
stomach, nore than ill at ease with her conpani ons, she wondered about how the
bugs had spread across the gal axy. Sinultaneous evol uti on? From what she coul d
gat her, Hunter folklore seened to indicate that. But could that fol klore have
been created to nask a troubl esone possibility? Could the bugs have spread
because of the Predators' blooding rites? Could "accidents" have occurred on
many ot hers worl ds-"acci dents" of containnent, |ike that which had occurred on
Ryushi ?

O course, the cultural pride of these Predators could never stonach that
noti on, and so the possibility was washed over with insistent folklore.
Besi des, who could really say? The bugs had a way of spreading, |ike disease.
And interstellar vector theory really had no bearing on what they were doing
now, on this planet.

The bugs had this planet. That was all that nattered. The Hunter m ssion
now was not to dispute the bug domain, but to appropriate their Queen, for
t heir own purposes.

And their destination was not far away. Machi ko coul d sense that nuch.
Br eakt hr ough was i nmi nent.

The el ders, honor and glory and ego etched in flesh and bone and arnor,
bl asted their way through one last tissue of defense. By the blaze of their
weapons, Machi ko could see a nuch |arger chanber, lit in a feral spectral
gl ow.

Cl oser, she could see that it was |like a chanber of the devil's heart.
And squatting inside that chanber was its own particul ar denon.

The Queen was about nornmal size. Wiich was to say, big. It hunkered in its
hold i ke a cornered jabberwocky, its fingernails-on-blackboard hiss al ready
aroused by the surroundi ng Hunters.

As rear guard, it was the youngers' duty now to keep the Queen's drones
away while the nore experienced Hunters did their jobs.

Machi ko performed that duty, but nmade sure she didn't turn her back on
Shorty. These creatures were supposedly made of honor, but she'd never really
trusted young nal es of any race, and now was not the tine to begin.

The Predators knew their prey well.

One of the bugs' collective strengths lay in their conplete subjection to
their Queen. Another was their total dedication to the proliferation of their
speci es.



But within these strengths was the key to their one major weakness: the
warrior-drones would do nothing to endanger the life of their Queen

In turn she would do nothing to endanger the lives of her unborn brood.
Armed with that know edge, the success of the Hunters was assured.

Still, it wouldn't be easy. Trouble along the way was virtual |y guarant eed,
despite the strutting self-confidence this pack had displayed toward the
effort fromthe very begi nni ng.

As the youngers picked off any of the drones who dared to poke their
m sshapen, horrific heads into the chanmber, the elders expertly shot off their
grappl i ng devices around the nunerous |inbs of the Queen, around her neck
ef fectively hog-tying her

The m ghty weave of the cords pulled tight. The Queen raged and heaved, but
her powerful huge body was held in vague check. Even though she wobbl ed and
surged fromtine to tine, it would have to do.

The Queen thus reasonably subdued, the drones seened to check thensel ves,
keyed intuitively to her vulnerability.

Now came t he nobst dangerous part

The capture team had to maintain control of the Queen as Top Knot, their
brawny | eader, prepared her for travel

This was a ticklish business, as it consisted of separating her from her
egg sack.

Top Knot advanced, his long, sharp blade held high and glistening in the
hal ogen portable lanps carried by the others. He raised it high, tensed
hi nsel f, ai med-

And brought it down like a surgically trained executioner upon the fleshy
interstitial connective tissue.

The bl ade cut down and through the stuff hard. There was a shriek fromthe

Queen.

Unfortunately, the Hunter whom Machi ko cal | ed Three-Spot was caught
nappi ng. Hs stance had been inproper, and so when the Queen unexpectedly
threw all her anple strength into that linb and pulled it away, he was |ifted
bodily into the air by the rope curled around his arm

The Queen hurled himaround |ike a yo-yo and dashed hi m down onto the hard
ground.

St unned, the Hunter could not nove.
But the Queen coul d.

Wth a vicious vengeance she brought down her own scythe |ike claws
directly onto Three Spot's chest. So sharp were the claws, so rmuch nonment um
did the Queen have in her blow, that they drove down directly through that
arnor, burying deep into the warrior's chest with a sickening splash and thunk
of rel eased bl ood.

Three- Spot wriggled and spasmed for a monent. Then he was dead.

That's what tended to happen in these situations.



On their way out of the unfortunate Hunter's body, the razor claws sl ashed
t hrough the rope.

Part of the Queen was free.
Thi s wasn't good.

The situation was pretty obvious to Machi ko. The capture party's conti nued
safety rested on their ability to control the Queen. Her freedom would be the
signal for her brood to attack

Back when she was corporate ranrod on the planet Ryushi, Machi ko woul d have
exam ned the situation . . . weighed her options.

Peopl e woul d have di ed.
Now, instead, she sinply acted.

Dr oppi ng her gun, she leapt for the |oose rein. She had a split second grab
for it before the thing whipped back out of reach. Her |eap was autonmatic, but
there seemed to be magic in it, talent init, a skill and precision that she
hadn't owned before her experience on Ryushi

She' d | eaped out of her position, darted past the others, still seem ngly
frozen in the confusion of the nonent

Her fingers fol ded around the rope, grabbed it, held it just |ong enough
for the other nesh-glove to grab it, wind it around her hand. Wen the thing
went tight, it felt alnost as though her arns were being pulled out of their
sockets . ...

Fortunately, she'd dug in and was pushing down with all her power.

Just hold it, Dahdtoudi, she told herself. "Little Knife," the name that
Dachande had given her. Her handle on strength and pride and honor

Just keep that thing in control. The others will do the rest.

Mere nonents seened to stretch as long as her arns wanted to. Sinews
creaked and her bones felt close to cracking. The feral alien snell of the
pl ace threatened to overwhel m her. However, she concentrated on stillness. She
woul d not be noved. She pretended she was sitting zazen, totally centered,
totally within herself, and |ashed her nind to this planet's gravity.

She sensed nore than felt the others gaining control. And then two Hunters
t ook her pl ace.

She st epped back, breathing hard.

The Queen was still straining at the ropes, but she was in control again.
By stepping in like that she'd prevented a possible disaster.

Top Knot approached her

She expected . . . what? A pat on the back? A bend of the mandi bl es by way
of smle? Sonme kind of medal of honor?

No. She didn't expect that at all, not fromthis race of beings, and she
braced herself.

Top Knot slammed his arm agai nst her chest with such power that she was



knocked down. Despite her preparation her breath was knocked from her |ungs.
She did not offer resistance, she did not take offense, she did not conplain.

What she'd done, besides saving these Hunters, was to go agai nst her
station in stepping out to grab that rope.

By abandoni ng her post she had di sobeyed Top Knot's orders. Though she
hel ped avert disaster, she had reveal ed herself as untrustwort hy.

Her insubordination mght be forgiven, but it would never be forgotten
These crab-faces might not have been around to forget w thout that
i nsubordi nation, but she'd still flown in the face of tradition, honor, and
authority.

Ch, well.
They started to haul the Queen back to the ship.

She pi cked herself off the ground and sinply stood for a noment, waiting
for the chanber to stop spinning around her. Eventually, on their way out, Top
Knot turned his attention to her

He gestured forward, and she understood.
She was to take position at the advance guard.
She pi cked up her gun and hobbl ed ahead.

It was a token position at best. The Queen's pheronones woul d do t he work
of scattering her brood before her. It was rather like pulling out a hostage
with a great, big, sharp nmachete held to her throat.

The ol der, nore experienced nmenbers of the troop-the ones with the
necessary nuscle and alien wangling experience haul ed the reluctant Queen
forward toward the ship.

As much as Broken Tusk/ Dachande's mark all owed her entrance to this
soci ety, her behavior that day had branded her as an Qutsider

She still had nmuch to |l earn about the ways of the Hunters, but nonethel ess,
she knew that had she had choi ce over again, she would have done the sane
t hi ng.

The haul back seemed to take forever, what with the bitch digging in from
time to tinme and needing a quick stun to take some of the fight out of her

And what a job they had ahead of them to boot:

According to Top Knot's briefing, bringing a captive alien Queen onto a
ship was the nost dangerous part of any capture m ssion

When they got to their destination, Machi ko soon found out why.

The ranp was | owered by renote control. It was narrow and posed quite a
problem She could see that the tight confines of the ship would allow no
margin for error, no room for slack.

According to Top Knot, many tines the captive Queen nmade a suicida
last-ditch attenpt at the door of the nesting chanber

Wth great effort the Hunters haul ed the Queen up the corrugated ranp. They
pul | ed her through into the area that would be her prison-a chanber separated



fromthe rest of the ship.

Machi ko took up her position by the end of the ranp. She could not hel p but
cast concerned gl ances back at the progress the others were making, getting
that nonster into her own private suite.

She expected it to nake a |last break for freedomat any nonent.

What she did not expect, what canme as a surprise, was that the bid for that
freedom cane not from her, but from her children. Sonehow she got off an
unseen signal or a silent call that spurred her offspring into action. They
cane roaring out of the cavern, nore fiendish than ever. Their cries spurred
Machi ko into action

She swi vel ed around, took stock, reacted instantly, sw nging her weapon
around and spraying streanms of bright death into the burgeoning hordes. In
conjunction with her fell ow youngers, they nmust have killed thirty of the bugs
in the next fifteen seconds.

The aliens just kept on com ng
Top Knot bawl ed out a retreat order
A baw that turned into a how of consternation.

Machi ko had al ready started up the corrugated ranp. The bugs seened to pay
no attention to the fact they were being slain by the score. A few broke
through the fiery onslaught and started up the ranp as well.

Machi ko turned around to see what the comotion was and was horrified to
see that the ranks of the brave, valiant senior Hunters were splintering. The
Queen had turned into a raving fury, trailing lines. She | eaped to one side.

Anot her cry.

In the confusion Machi ko realized that Top Knot had called out for the ranmp
to be lifted, and not a second too soon. Even as the |ip of the thing yanked
fromthe ground, two bugs cl anbered onboard.

Fire fromthe retreating Hunters tore themoff, but two nore took their
pl ace.

Meanwhi |l e the ranks of the Hunters frantically fought for control
Machi ko stood aside to allow the last of the youngers to clinb onboard. She
fired one last salvo, tearing the final bug off the edge and hurling it back

into the frenzied roil of its conpanions.

And then with a chuffing sound, and the shriek of hydraulics, the ranp/door
shut .

The bast ards were outside.
The bitch was inside, though, and free.

Machi ko turned. The Hunters were scuttling about to the exits and their
posts while the Queen how ed out her frustration and angui sh.

The Queen had only one path open to her-directly into the waiting nesting
chanber. Behind her was a grillwork-covered vent fromwhich a cable dangl ed
but it was too small for her to fit through



The others knew this ship much better than Machi ko, and they had hurried
off to be out of danger. In her confusion and consternation, Machi ko had
simply stood her ground watching the Queen ramnpage.

The Queen turned and headed strai ght for Machi ko.

Aut omati ¢ response drew her gun up as the Queen approached at full bore. In
fact the gun seenmed to nove of its own accord, expertly sw nging into place,
aimng directly at the Queen's head. At this close range one blast would tear
even that huge head off.

Just a pull of the trigger would do it.
Her finger tightened.

But then she stopped hersel f.

No.

Too many of her conpanions had paid with their lives that day trying to
reach the Queen. To kill it now would negate their sacrifices.

In this situation even honor offered only one course of action
Retreat.
She dropped the gun and ran.

Her breath cane in ragged gasps, echoing inside her helnmet, her heart
drunm ng a nachi ne-gun beat in her chest. Her feet pounded a counter rhythm on
the steel floor of the nesting chanber

She barely heard any of it.
Al she was aware of was the sound of the Queen's pursuit
And the inplicit sound of her own nortality.

Leavi ng Ryushi and joining the Hunters had seenmed |like the logical thing to
do at the time, the right thing to do. The yautja code, as she perceived it,
seemed envi able, clean. As she had waited al one on Ryushi, she had waited for
just such an opportunity, feeling herself changed in the crucible of her
experiences at Prosperity Vells.

Now t he deci sion just seemed stupid and vain. A romantic fantasy. Hard to
t hi nk of anything but fear and survival when there were tons of drooling Death
beari ng down upon her. Whatever had made her think that she could match the
ways of these half savages? Wat had she hoped to prove to hersel f?

She ran for her life.

It seened as though she could feel the heat of the creature's breath on her
neck. She certainly heard the clank and clack of its chitin, the stretch of
its tendons.

Up ahead was the door . . . the passageway to safety. It was round and
smal | and coul d cl ose quickly.

Standi ng on the other side, hand up and off to the side, was an unexpected
figure at the controls.

Shorty.



She coul d not see his expression because of his mask

Hel |, she didn't know if these things had expressions-she just couldn't
read mandi bl e positioning.

Shorty's armtw sted.
A chak of controls.
The door slanmed down hard, cutting off her exit.

Inits very mddle was a triangular wi ndow. Two of the Hunters-neither of
t hem Shorty-noved up to that w ndow and gazed into the chanber

Nei t her of them noved a nuscle to get the door up. Neither of them nade an
effort to save her.

They just stared at her, spectators of some deadly norality play.

VWat ever had made her think that she could live by these creatures' bizarre
| aws?

Much | ess gain their respect?

She spun around.

The nonster Queen was not as close as she feared, but neither was she far

And she was gaining all the tine.

Wel |, she'd worry about saving face after she saved her own skin.

She feinted in one direction, and the Queen quickly responded, shifting its
weight in a twinkling and investing its nonentumin its bid to nake quick work
of this available tornentor.

Then Machi ko shifted, dodged, and sprinted for her true objective.

There was nore than one way out of any trap

She headed for the vent and the restraining cable she had noted before.

Machi ko | eaped with all her strength and began to scranmble up this rough
| adder.

She made the clinb in record tinme, but even as she nmade the grill, she
heard the beast below her. It apparently wasn't going to just sit around and
wat ch her get out.

She didn't waste a nonent.

Perched upon her shoul der was a | aser

She fired it, and its brilliant beamcut through the wires speedily. She
turned it off and pried off the grillwork, naking a hole w de enough for her
sl ender body to slip through

Just about it. A nonent or two and she'd be out of danger

Even as she was tasting her safety, she felt an awful tug on her hair.

The Queen had reached up and grabbed her dreadl ocks.



Fortunately, the Queen wasn't the only one with sharp and nasty cl aws.

Machi ko | et go of one of her grips and twisted her wist forward in a
manner that triggered her retractable blades. Wth al nost the sane novenent
she sl ashed backwar d.

She cut off her dreadl ocks.
She al so severed nost of the Queen's hand.
It shrieked.

She could feel it thunp back onto the floor noisily and messily, the wound
spilling acid, none of it, fortunately, over Machiko.

Machi ko pull ed herself up through the hole she'd nmade in the grating, her
nuscl es performing the function snoothly and efficiently. She once nore was
grateful for her training, her workouts, her endurance

and her | uck.

She wi ggl ed through quickly, not giving that bitch down there any tinme to
renew her attack. It was wailing pretty fiercely, and she could snell the
acridity of its punping blood wafting up through the opening.

She did not pause to nmake sure it was okay but scuttled through the pipes
as quickly as she could. There was still the possibility, after all, that it
woul d thrust its good claw through the opening and grab her foot.

Her dreadl ocks were expendabl e. She wasn't exactly trying to attract mnale
action anong the Hunters. Hell, maybe they even had sone gl ue ons she could
use.

Her foot, though . . . her foot was a different matter
She needed her foot.

Too bad about the Queen's fingers. But the Hunters would be able to get
control of the thing, and it would certainly still be quite able to do what
they needed it to do: nanely, lay the eggs they needed for their bl ooding
exerci ses.

Negoti ati ng her way through the air venting was a matter of relying on her
intuition and sense of direction

Over. Up. Down.
Eventual | y, she canme to another grate.

She put her back against the wall, brought her |egs up. Kicked. Kicked
agai n.

The grate banged out of its fixture, fell back onto the floor

She slipped out lithely and fell the few feet onto the netal deck, |anding
on the floor on all fours, sleek and ready as a cat.

The Hunters were standing there, watching her.
Just standing there in expectant repose.

She tore off her helnet and took in a deep breath.



She gave the ritual greeting of a warrior's victory.

She wasn't sure what she expected. A thank-you? As far as she knew, there
was no such phrase in the Hunter vocabul ary.

She' d saved their bacon, and they had nothing to say.

They just | ooked at her, -as though trying to perceive what this strange
Qut si der that Dachande had Bl ooded was conposed of. This honored conpani on
t hey could never understand .

Then they did somet hing renarkabl e.

They bowed.

She'd bowed for them before . . . sonething from her Japanese ancestry
she'd shown them They'd just stared at that, seem ngly unconprehending ....

And now they were bow ng.
Al but one.

The others turned and | eft to be about the business of taking off fromthis
planet. O dealing with this captive Queen

Al but one.

The one lingered. He took his helnet off and his eyes were like lit coals
in the darkness.

Shorty

H s mandi bl es danced menaci ngly.

He took a step forward, quick and nenaci ng.

Machi ko stood her ground.

Just inches short of her, the young Hunter stopped.

Machi ko did not nove. She did not blink She just stared directly back at
her chal |l enger

The mandi bl es bri st ed.

But then the Hunter spun, stal ked away.

Hi s steps echoed in the hallway.

She' d stared him down. Shorty dared not chall enge her now, dared not hurt
her after her incredible display of valor, after she'd risked her life to
ensure the success of this operation

No. She wasn't one of them

But they owed her nore than ever now.

She felt the bliss of an endorphin rush ....

wi ngs of |ightning

Chapter 3



Heart of thunder

Machi ko crouched, hol ding her blade steady, waiting for the first nove of
her opponent.

For a nonent the samurai warrior, in full nedieval regalia, was just as
notionl ess. His own long blade gleamed in the |ate-afternoon sun like a
sl ender nedal lion of death, pendant from an azure sky.

The sanurai warrior stepped forward, pleated arnor a jangle off an
obvi ously i mmuacul ate buil d. She fancied she snelled the nmusky conpetence
wafting of f him

She tasted a back beat of fear

He noved again, and he stepped forward with a faniliar and startling
ar rogance.

He seened in a hurry, as though he wanted to finish up this particul ar
butcher's order of slice 'n' dice and nove on to the next bit of delicatessen
fun.

"Hey," she called in Japanese. "Are you hiding a salani in that codpiece,
you mi serabl e, inpotent coward!"

The eyes shot open with fury.
The sanurai raised his sword and, scream ng, ran forward.

Machi ko Noguchi feinted to neet hi mheadl ong, then at the |ast possible
nonent stepped aside. She flicked her sword down, then up and under the
skillful but infuriated blow, and its bl ade slanmed up the vul nerable break in
the arnor, cutting into the nman's body.

The man's face grinaced a suitable expression of pain and surprise, and his
nout h opened to let out a how of extrenme angui sh.

Machi ko' s sword whi pped t hrough shimering [ight, comng out on the other
side at full speed.

The nman di sappeared in a snap

Machi ko had to control the sword. She deflected its passage so that it
whacked down into the sod

She took a breath and steadi ed her nerves.
"Excellent," piped a voice beside her. "Absolutely excellent, Mchiko."

She turned and | ooked at the speaker. There he was, beside that rock
crouching down so as to be out of the scenario that he had so ably created.

The hol o-tube was already retracting into its conpartnment in his forehead.
"Thanks," she said.

She suppressed a snmle. It would not be advisable to give old Athe Htoo
much encour agenent .

He stood up, dusting off his khaki knees, straightening his i nmmacul ate bush
j acket just so.



"You' ve utilized the Sun Tzu's principles very well," pronounced the
android in a clipped, punctilious tone that had an old-tinme md-Atlantic
quality to it.

"Pardon nme?"
"Sun Tzu. The Art of War, of course."

"Ch, yes. | thought you were tal king about sone kind of disease-carrying

fly

"That, | believe, is the tsetse."

"Yes, yes, along with many other fine principles, Attila. You reiterate
themto nme constantly. | don't necessarily have to be able to cough up whol e
sentences at the drop of a nunchuck! At sone point, however, it all gets
assimlated into ny subconscious. It |ooked |like a pretty obvious opening,

t hough. You nmade the samurai display the flaw of pride and anger. |'m wel
acquainted with those flaws, and | know how to use that weakness in others.
It's a common trait, | believe, in nen-and | traveled awhile with super, well,

if not supernen, then at |east exaggerated nen."

Attila looked a little troubled. "I wouldn't know. | don't have a
subconsci ous. Perhaps | shoul d save ny noney and buy one sone day."

They were about three kilometers out in the plains of Machi ko Noguchi's
work world. It was the corporation's bureaucratic equival ent of Saturday, and
Machi ko used the day in her usual fashion.

Exer ci ses.
Fighting exercises with Attila the Hun, her robot, to be precise.

Keep the body trim Keep the soul sleek. Keep the old noodle alive. That
was the ticket. Even when she'd been assigned out here in Zerosville, she'd
realized that she was going to have to have sonme kind of trainer, sonme kind of
conpani on, and since she wasn't quite certain of the human availability in
t hese departnments out here in the hinter worlds, she'd bought herself a robot.

Wel |, "android" was the proper term really, but as far as she was
concerned, Attila was a robot. He'd been a nunber when she'd bought him and
she'd renaned him It wasn't often that a private citizen was able to afford
t he expense, and she'd had to get the Conpany's approval. However, she'd
explained in no uncertain ternms what she'd needed the thing for, and since the
Conpany was quite aware of her past and wanted to placate her as nmuch as to
get this loose cannon off their main deck, they'd conplied. She had the noney,
and if she wanted to use it on a fabricated conpanion, well, what difference
did it nake if she used it to fight with or to fornicate w th?

Attila the Hun was not the normal android used by the corporation. He was
not an Artificial Person in the usual sem organic sense, but rather a nore
nmechani cal sort. His strata of npdels was created to be affordable to the
aver age popul ace, and used for comercial or private reasons rather than
mlitary or space exploration

She progranmed Attila to her specifications.

Unfortunately, she didn't know quite what to do with the personality that
cane along with the whol e package

"A beautiful day, Mss Noguchi, is it not?" said Attila, casting a snile



across the plains.
Machi ko grant ed.
"Not feeling particularly articulate today?"
"I just get really annoyed when you call ne "Mss,' danmt."
"You're not narried."

"Look, we've gone over this a hundred tinmes before. | wasn't aware that |
hadn't had your previous prograns erased, okay? | didn't realize that you had
such a conpl ex background. | realize that | can't erase them now w t hout
erasing you in toto. Can't you try to selectively erase habits--1like calling
ne "Mss'?"

"Certainly."

"Well, doit."

"You're not in a very good nmpood today, are you, Ms. Noguchi ?"
"“Machi ko. Pl ease, just call me Machi ko."

"Ch, excellent. | enjoy our informal exchanges. It's nice to relate to you
when you unl eash ne fromthe closet to do your will with nme."

"Right. Like you haven't got a life."

"My life is to serve."

"And to watch your tapes and catal og your nusic.
"One has to fill the spare nonents."

"l should have had you programed to clean and cook. That's what | shoul d
have done."

"I do ny share.”
"You can boil water and that's about it."

"You forget that although | have senses, they have to be calibrated to the
proper specifications to cook to your taste. Also, | would clean nore, if your
odd meditation exercises did not call for such Spartan quarters and your
regimen did not call for your cleaning it yourself, as part of your kata."

"COkay, okay. I'msorry. | guess I'mjust in a bitchy nobod. Maybe defeating
hol ographi ¢ opponents isn't quite as satisfying as the thunk of real flesh,
the splash of real blood."

"I"'msorry. I'mnot equipped with those sorts of simulations. Again, you
attenpt to make ne feel inferior.™

"Not hing of the sort."

Attila suddenly snmiled, and it was a revelation. Usually when in repose
that face was dark and dour. Wth a dark conpl exion, dark eyes, a natura
frown, and a sharp, perfect nose set in a thin face topped with a perfect
short gentleman's haircut, Attila | ooked nore |like a nopey Neapolitan young
man than a Germani ¢ Hun. However, when he sniled, show ng perfectly shaped
white teeth, the entire face seened to light up into a different dinension



Morents |i ke this made Machi ko forget entirely that he wasn't a human bei ng.
Monents like this also made her renenber that she was a human bei ng

She' d al ways prided herself on her cool, her control. Her glacial
characteristics had caused associates to dub her "lce Princess" or "Snow
Queen." She had had very few friends. Her pride in |life was remaining tough
cool, and efficient.

She had changed sonmewhat after her experience with the yautja. True, she
had been nore confortable in some ways with creatures who had rul es of
behavi or anong them and who generally obeyed those rul es. However, they were
alien, and she was human. Her experience on Gordi an nade her realize that she
had a deep instinctual |love for, and loyalty to, humanity. She respected the
yautja. In nmany ways she had becone one of them But she had di scovered that
she woul d have to do so in human ternms and so was now trying to explore
di fferent dimensions of her humanity. This did not nmean that she could dea
wi th other people that well. However, she was trying. One of the best parts of
being with Attila was that she felt confortable with himand could be playfu
or bitchy, cold or charming, and experinment with emergi ng aspects of her
personality.

"Ch, good," said Attila. "Then you'll snap out of your funk and agree wth
me that it's a beautiful day. | nean, all the evidence is here before you."

Machi ko | ooked ar ound.

The scent of her own exercise had di ssipated sonewhat, so she was able to
notice the snells around her. Prominent, of course, was the grass. Not
Earth-type grass, but on the same principle, short and green and cast over
everything like a luxuriant rug. It was this area's version of sunmer here,
pl easantly warm just as the area's version of winter was pleasantly cold. In
bet ween were the long, long autum and spring, king and queen of this world of
the bland and the mld.

FI owner s.
That was what Attila was tal king about, of course.

The floral addition was truly pleasant and conbined with the odd shadi ngs
of col or conbed into the surroundi ngs, poking out of unexpected spots in
ochers and magentas and bright slashes of canellia. That, along with the
uncomon bl ue-green of the sky, the way the cumul us cl ouds navi gated the
vastly, silent reaches of it, and out beyond the reaches and hunps of hills
and flats, the faint suggestion of nountain peaks.

A slight, fragrant breeze ruffled Machiko's still short black hair, cooled
the still-hot blooding mark on her forehead, that afterinage of lightning ....
n N Ce_ n

"N ce?" The robot's eyebrows rose with surprise. "Merely "nice'? Were are
your aesthetics?"

She shrugged. "It has a kind of unruly, boring attractiveness, | suppose.
You forget nmy background, though."

A curious cock of the head. A finger lifted in understandi ng. "Ah, yes. As
Japanese, you nust prefer the nore regul ated and disciplined beauty of a
garden. "



"I"'mnot saying | don't enjoy wild beauty. | learned to thrill at the
wast es of Ryushi, the violent dawns, the harsh sunsets . "

"Perhaps your opinion is presently reflected by your state of nmind."
n G.]?II

"You are not a content individual?"

"Ch, right . . . and you are?"
The robot shrugged. "As an android, | amnerely content to be an
i ndi vi dual . "

"Freedom in bondage, eh?"

"I do not consider ny service with you as bondage, though |I suppose legally
and technically it mght be considered so."

"Ch, for enmancipation! Let ny people go."
Attila' s face assuned a rather hurt expression.
"Per haps we shoul d continue our exercises."

Machi ko took out a scarf and wi ped away a residue of sweat from her
exertions. "I think I want to break for lunch. Maybe we can do sonme war
maneuvers later this afternoon.”

Attila shot an armforward and made a show of scrutinizing his wistwatch.
"I believe | can fit you into nmy schedule.”

"Well, how thoughtful of you. There's a nice little bistro in town |
t hought we could go to."

"Well, since there's only one bistro in town, | believe |I know the one of
whi ch you speak. It's a shame you didn't bring a picnic lunch. W could have
i ngered and enjoyed the day . " He slapped his chin with exaggerated
revel ation. "But oh, ny. How could | have forgotten?"

Attila fairly skipped over to the omiterrain vehicle, opened the trunk
and pull ed out a basket covered with a red-and-white-checked towel. He whipped
this off to reveal sandw ches, apples, and a bottle of red wine.

Machi ko gave a grudging smile. "I didn't realize that you were progranmned
to be thoughtful."

"Al'l androids have areas of latitude within which to nove."
“It's the areas of longitude that trouble ne."

Attila sniffed with fake huffiness. "Perhaps you should just partake,
enjoy, and then criticize if the fare does not neet your high standards."

She | aughed. "Come on, Attila. You're just trying to cheer nme up." She
foll owed himover to the boul der, where he notioned to a place where they
could sit.

"Yes. | confess. And with good reason. Life is so nuch nore pleasant when
you're in a reasonable nood." He began to unpack the basket and place the neal
on the table like rock. He lifted a small vase, conplete with di anond-petal ed
flower, and made it the centerpiece for this sunptuous display. "There. To



your |iking?"
She nodded. "A pleasant surprise.”
"There is nore to exi stence than the Art of VWar."

"That's nice to know. What kind of sandwi ch is this?" She began to unwrap
t he cel | ophane.

"Taste it. Cuess.”

"I hope this isn't sonme kind of new nartial-arts exercise."

"What ? Sandwi ch kar at e?"

"Conplete with the Movenent of the Lettuce and Mistard?"

"And the Pickle on the Side Kick? Hardly. May | suggest that you taste it?"

She did. Fromone look at the contents between the rye slices she was abl e
to guess that it was sonme kind of neat pate, and the color was |iverish---but
surely not

She bit into it, and her eyes it up

"Foie gras!"

"The genuine article."

"But where-"

"Ch, alittle barter with the gentl epeople in Shipping and Handl i ng.
thought it would go well with a picnic, and you seened so down in the dunps

lately"

She took a bite of the delicious fatty pate and just let it |inger
nmeltingly in her nouth. She closed her eyes and savored it.

"Can you bl ame ne?" she said finally.

"I had thought that you were happy when you were dating that mning
foreman. "

"Who? Edward? That was a | augh. Just a diversion. It's all pretty bland
now, Til. It's all anticlinmx."

"Hardly a very positive attitude. Surely those Predator sorts didn't have
foi e gras sandw ches?"

"No. They ate their liver raw'
"Surely they didn't have clever and val uabl e androi d assi stants?"

"No, and they didn't have robot slaves, either. They were quite
resourceful, those fellows."

"Hrm Sounds |ike they ate honor and val or for breakfast, |unch, and
di nner."

"Ch, no. There's a biological reason for their interest in Hunting. They're
quite carnivorous. You can pretty nuch tell by their breath."



"What a | ovely bunch. And you say you actually m ss thenP"

"Mss then? | wouldn't go so far as that, Til. They're not exactly the
| ovabl e sort. No, they hardly inspire much sentinent." She sighed and thought
of a different way of putting her feelings. It pretty much canme out exactly
the way it cane out before. "I felt alive then."

"You're alive now. You want ne to engage ny diagnostic functions?" He
grabbed her wist. "Ah, a pulse. A very good sign."

"Sorry. | felt fully alive. Fully in the now of existence."

Attila shrugged. "Dangerous sportsters report the same kind of rush. It's
all the human body's internal drug system |'mtold that they have some nice
rushes on the black nmarket as well."

"No, no, you just don't understand."

He nodded. "No. Perhaps | do. Perhaps, with all this proving of your
nmettle, your own honor and valor in this society of hypermacho creatures, you
were able to sonehow nonentarily blot out the shame and guilt that rest so
heavily upon your fanmily's nane because of what your father did, and what that
means in the culture that you cling so stubbornly to."

"I hate it when you get like this."
"Get |ike what?"

"What-did | buy a psych-bot for God's sake? What kind of bullshit are you
handi ng nme?"

She got up, red-faced, and threw the hal f-eaten sandwich at him
Attila flinched.

"Sinmply pointing out things we've already discussed.”

She was i medi ately sorry.

She realized the reason why they didn't call these things robots anynore.
Robots didn't have feelings. Androids did. And though perhaps those feelings
weren't as screwy and cant ankerous as hunman feelings tended to be, they
deserved respect and consi deration

"l apol ogi ze, Attila." She went over and picked up the sandw ch, biting
into it as though she were eating the words she'd previously spoken. "A
delicate area." She brushed some dirt and grass fromthe sandwi ch and took a
large bite, nasticating with enphasis. "Hmmm Lovely."

Attila the Hun folded his arms. "Perhaps | refuse to be tricked in such an
obvi ous way. "

"Ch. You won't forgive ne?"
"I was never upset. What's to forgive?"
"Ch, now who's dissenbling?"

"I find our course of conversation extrenely unproductive and will now
resume ny role as your trustworthy, faithful, and silent robot servant."

"I'n other words, you're going to sulk."



"Precisely."

"Well, before you do that, nmaybe | can have your input on what |'m
presently | ooking at over there."

She directed her finger skyward.

Attila swiveled his head, responding inmediately to the seriousness of her
t one.

The spaceport lay to the west of the makeshift town. They had driven
i medi ately south. Comi ng down on incandescent inpellers was a starship,
flashing in its own exhaust and in the exultant sun at its zenith.

"A nonment . "

There was a click and humas Attila's oculars focused on the object and
made t he appropriate tel escopic adjustnment Attila had shown her sone of the
mechani cal aspects of his conposition. Al truly inpressive. Hidden
conpartnents. Perhaps even hidden weapons? He even clained that portions of
his body coul d operate independently of one another-by renote control. At. his
nore exasperating nonments, Machi ko sonetines felt like testing this out with
her sword.

"Wl ?"

"Inpatience is not a virtue of a warrior."

"My humanity is leaking. So . . . spill."

“Your netaphors are mixed."

"Cone on."

"It's a nmost curious spaceship, Machi ko Noguchi. Some kind of KX nodel."
"KX nodel s..." She whistled. "Those are exclusive yachts."

"I ndeed. "

"Why woul d anyone who owns a KX want to cone to this godforsaken pl anet?"
wonder ed Machi ko Noguchi

Chapter 4
It didn't take - long for her to find out.

"Well," said Livernore Evanston, hoisting his own glass of fine wine to his
guest, "here's to health, happiness, and a nutually beneficial business
arrangenent . "

Machi ko | ooked at hi m suspiciously. She sniffed the brimmng crystal glass
of startling red he'd just poured. Superb. This, coupled with the foie gras,
woul d just about make her gournet quotient for the year. Nonethel ess, she
managed a noncommittal expression

"l only know your nane and that you zoomaround in a big private starship.
As for business arrangenents, that remains to be seen.”

He smiled, his red cheeks glowi ng |like cheery Christmas bul bs. H s nerry
eyes were w de and open and seem ngly wanted to hide absolutely no secrets.



"Ch, | think what 1've got for you, ny dear, will be of enphatic interest.”

She sipped the wine. Truth in advertising on this. It was the best burgundy
that had ever crossed her lips, a glow of grapey warnth with a dry yet clever
finish.

She took another sip, though, just for the al coholic content.
"May | sit?"
"Certainly."

He gestured to the streanmined though well appointed seat before her
Everything on this ship was sleek and streanlined, but with touches of quality
and class that could cone only fromwealth.

She sat, and the cushioned chair was very confortabl e i ndeed, ergonomcally
accommodat i ng her body.

"More w ne?"

"\Why not ?"

She put her glass out and had it topped off.

"Excel l ent stuff, no?"

"l see nothing on this ship that's not excellent."

"I"mso happy you could take the time to come here and visit ne."

She shrugged. "I miss out on a frozen dinner, ny vid, and ny robot. You owe
ne alot."

"An attractive woman |like you, not being wined and di ned on the evening of
a weekend. Sonehow the very notion appalls me. | am happy that coincidence
brought ne here today."

She took another sip and | eaned over, all politeness w ped fromher face
now, replaced by a pure business expression

"So. Let's cut to the chase."

"dadly." He sipped at his glass. "I have an offer for you, a business
proposition, that |I think you will find nost interesting."

She | eaned back to listen

When she and Attila had returned to her apartment, there was a nmessage
wai ting on her communications nodule. It was a man's voi ce, requesting her to
return the call to a certain nunber

She did not return the call.

She had a bath. Tine was a luxury, and always after a strenuous workout she
took the chance to have a languid bath, filled with scented oils and topped
wi th delicious bubbles. She'd never taken tinme for themas a corporate ranrod
in those frenetic pre-Ryushi days. Just quick showers. Her baths on Ryushi had
been generally cold water. And with the Hunters . . . well, they sel dom took
baths, and so she'd just learned to live with her own true grit.

Now, though, her baths were opportunities to shut out the



uni verse. - Machi ko-time she called it. She had all kinds of interesting gadgets
in her bath.

Dried off and in her synthsilk robe, she'd been in a reverie that she |iked
to think of as neditation but was actually a regretful daydream ng that she'd
started at this dead-end job here, when the phone had rung.

She ignored it.

Attila, however, had not. Attila had answered and then had insisted she
take it. This nade her think seriously about selling Attila. However, she did
take the portabl e phone and placed it to her half-1listening ear

That was the first tine she had heard the name Livernpre Evanston

It was only after she'd rung off and discussed the phone call with Attila
that she realized, with the android's help, that the address she'd been
invited to that evening was a docking bay at the spaceport. In all Iikelihood
she woul d be headi ng that evening to the space yacht she and Attila had
wi t nessed | anding. Attila had been all a twitter about the possibilities, but
Machi ko renmi ned stoic and suspi ci ous.

There was too nuch to lose if any kind of hope crept into the mx

"Let me put ny cards on the table fromthe beginning," said Livernore
Evanston. "I know quite a bit about what happened on Ryushi than nost people.
And | know nore about you than the corporation does."

She rai sed an eyebrow. "Oh? You want to spell out exactly what you mean by
t hat ?"

He knew about the Hunters? That seened unlikely. They kept a | ow profile,
and their maneuvers through human as well as universal history had been veiled
with secrecy. That, after all, had been part of their Gane.

Her time with the yautja was officially "unaccounted for" in Conpany
records; the Conpany didn't know what had happened in the tinme she was
m ssing, but they knew enough to bury her soneplace safe. They'd thought they
had done that when they left her on Ryushi after the colony was noved.

"l know about your experience with the alien arichnida."”
"The bugs, you nean."
"Yes. They are, frankly, the reason |'m here."

Sonet hi ng sparked in Machi ko. She could not help but nove forward.
Doubtl ess, interest flamed in her eyes. It wasn't a good poker face anynore.
Fuck it. Bugs were Bad. Anything that had to do with squi shing them was worth
payi ng attention to, and every little bit of help she could extend to
eradi cating them fromthe gal axy she did not begrudge.

"I'mlistening."

"You seemto have a reaction to the creatures.”

"I do. They need to be destroyed."

"So your dossier would indicate. And if your survival on Ryushi proves
anything, you' re quite talented in that area. Al though your settlement was al

but wi ped out, your experience, your skill, and your val or were noted-however
you di sappeared for years..." He let the sentence hang, waiting for her to



fill in the bl anks.

She si pped her wine and |l eft them enpty.

and t hen suddenly you reenerged on that mining planet, in better
shape than ever."

"Yes. Cordian."

"A planet with a bug problem"”

"Yes."

"Along with sonme sort of other nysterious problem. . . ."
Again she sipped wine. He did not probe.

She renmenbered how it had been on Gordi an, another human col ony worl d
seeded with bugs by the Predators she hunted with. She had to make a deci sion
there. She had to choose between the yautja she Hunted with for two years and
tried so desperately to win honor from or the colonists, creatures of the
pai nful race that was her own, that had caused her and her famly so nuch
shane. Her sense of humanity had won out. She had thrown in her lot with the
col oni sts and beside them had fought off the Hunters. The margin of victory
had been slim

Evanst on had assuned a serious, closed aspect, sealed with a frown during
t hese | ast sentences. Now, though, he smled and assuned a jolly openness once
nor e

Li vernore Evanston was a round and pudgy nman, but there was no sign of a
| ack of strength, either physical or nental, in his face or body. He exuded a
vitality of power and enthusiasm beneath his mask of indolence. He wore
beautifully tailored and col or coordinated clothing in a business-suit
ensenbl e that | ooked as confortable as it was neat. Expensive, |ike everything
el se around here, no doubt. H's hair was a lovely mass of artfully coiffed
curl s-dappl ed brown and gray-and he wore a tastefully cut goatee. He snelled
of | emony sandal wood col ogne and pi pe tobacco. He was the epitone of the
excesses and night of civilization, and Machi ko Noguchi had to adnmit to
hersel f that she was very, very intrigued

"Ah. I'mgetting ahead of nyself. | ama creature of curiosity. |I forgot ny
promi se to you. | have the advantage here. | know far nore about you than you
know about me."

He paused then and slipped his hand into his pocket as though he were
di ggi ng around for a pipe. Then, as though deciding against it, he pulled his
hand out again and reached for his glass of w ne.

He did not drink it, just stared into its clear, deep red as he spoke.
"Alittle rectification, then, is called for."
A scratch of the nose, as though an aid to considering the best phrasing.

"I have this planet, you see

That was a little too nuch for Machiko to take, right fromthe start. "Wit
a mnute. You're clearly a wealthy man-but you're telling ne you own a world."

"Hm Yes. A bit off the beaten track, but then so is this wonderful little
pl ace."



"Never has sarcasm been so truly used. You nmentioned before you' re not a
menber of the corporation.™

"No. | trade with the corporation. | got ny start in the R gel system you
see. A huge inheritance and |'ve been nothing but a pure entrepreneur since
can renmenber. Al sorts of businesses and technol ogi es and congl onerates. Mich
of what constitutes the nodern starship engine was designed in ny engineering
thi nk tanks." He shook his hand expressively and dism ssively. "Enough of
that. I'm | oaded, okay? So | oaded that | personally sent out an expedition in
an unsettl ed and unexpl ored region of the gal axy, personally colonized it, and
set up an enterprise unlike anything in human history." He took a deep breath
and exhal ed through a tentative, chagrined smle. "However, we've got a
probl em"

"l suspected as nuch."

"Yes. There's been a sudden and unexpected bug infestation . . . and the
hell of it is that we don't know where they cane fromor how they got there."
He | ooked at her with an arched, bushy eyebrow. "A situation very sinmlar to
that on Cordian, right down to the nysterious and unexpl ai ned deaths. Also
simlar to Ryushi. It's been said, you know, that planet is haunted."

"Yes, |'ve heard that theory too."

He tapped his fingers on the table, |ooking at her expectantly, as though
she were going to solve his problemw th a pronouncenent of sone sort.

She, however, said nothing, even though the interest still burned in her
eyes, undi sgui sed.

"l suppose you'd like to know what sort of planet it is | own."

"Somnet hing that woul d nmake noney, | presune.”

"Ch, yes. But it's something that's inportant to nme as well." Tap tap tap
"I have your dossier. |'maware of your abilities w th weapons, and your
excellence in martial arts. However, your wite-up is not conplete. Have you
ever hunted, Machi ko Noguchi ?"

She sniled. "Yes."

"What ?"

"Bugs. "

"That wasn't sport, that was necessity."

She let that go. He said it, she didn't. The further away the subject
stayed fromthe Predators, the better. She snelled possibilities here, and
there was no reason to louse themup with a little jaunt into Alienland. Let
t hat business be her little secret. It was bad enough, betraying her pack to
save her humanity. She didn't want to broadcast that little personal bit of
m xed courage and shane.

She shrugged. "I went duck hunting once."
"Then you know sonmething of the thrill of the sport.”
She nodded.

That was the understatenent of the year



Hunting with her pack had come to make multiple orgasns feel mld and
nundane.

"Good. | had that feeling about you."

"I's this suspense thing to keep nme interested? | nmean, | came to your ship,
didn't I?"
"I"'msorry. Abit of sales technique. |I've never quite gotten out of the

habit." He | eaned back and rubbed his pudgy hands together gleefully. "You
see, it's a hunter's planet, Machiko."

"l kind of guessed.”

"Good. | suppose you're aware of the restrictions that have been placed on
bl ood sports on nany worlds."

"You have governments and they tend to nake | aws. You have corporations and
t hey nmake | aws too."

Evanst on nodded soberly. "Yes. And as civilization proceeds its dizzy clinb
up the | adder of Progress, the elevated few who think that they can | egislate
norality have lost track of some of the needs of hunmankind."

"Li ke hunting."

"Precisely. It's in the fiber, the very marrow, of humanity. The hunt
Instincts die hard." He winked at her and patted his chest. "I know. They're
right in here."

"Hm |'mcatching the drift. You find and col oni ze your own world. You go
and shoot its creatures without any threat of reprisal."

"That's not the whole story. | inport creatures as well . . . fine,
ferocious creatures. Wirthy of glory. | then sell tickets to people who can
afford them"

"Ship themout, |et themchase beasties about."
"Yes."
"Sounds ideal ."

"That's what | thought, Machiko. | didn't bargain, though, on the arrival
of the bugs."

"A bit nore than your hunters can deal with."

A grave nod. "At the nonent |'mpretending it was all planned. There have
been deat hs, but that just adds spice to the sporting. However, deaths are one
thing . . . catastrophe's another. I'd like to hire you to avert catastrophe.™

"One little problem M. Evanston. As the song says, | owe ny soul to the
Conmpany store.”

"Ah, yes, the beloved corporation. They didn't know quite what to nake of
you when you came back, did they? They considered you a | oose cannon, and so

they put you out to Pasture World. Yes, yes, I'mwell aware of the confines of
your life, Machi ko. However, |I'ma nan of means-and a nan of contacts. |f
you'll sign on to help deal with this alien manifestation on ny planet-wth

t he understandi ng, of course, that you'll be well renunerated for your

effort-1 will not nmerely get you | eave fromthis backwater nothing of a



pl anet”-he smled-"1"Il get your contract torn up."
She blinked. "You can do that?"
Evanst on nodded.
"Hrmm " She stood up and paced.
It was too good to be true. There had to be a catch
She | ooked the gift horse in the nouth.
"How do | know that | won't be stepping fromthe frying pan into the fire?"

"Ch, it's a fire, all right. But you hate the frying pan, | know, and it's
nmy take on you, Machi ko, that you love fires. Your elenment, so to speak."

"I don't know. You're telling me the whole story here, right?"
"No. OF course there are details . "
"Details that would nake me regret ny decision to junp on your horse?"

Again the shrug. "You'll have to wait and see. Look, I'Il tell you what.
Cone with nme, and I'Il nake you an advance. Wirk for a week or two. If things
aren't to your liking, the advance will be enough to start a new life
sonewhere. "

"You'd pay that much up front?"

"I ndeed. And you won't even have to spend any of it for ship fare. I'll put
you on one of ny ships."

"l can get this in witing."
“"Yes, and I'll be legally bound to I et you free."

"You must know | hate it here. How do you know I wouldn't just use the
opportunity to get out of this bureaucratic hell and then skip?"

"Like I said, | have a dossier full of information on you. |ncluding your
famly history. That would be a shaneful thing to do, Machi ko, and you know
how shaned your famly's nane is already."

Machi ko nodded. "Yes."

"And may | al so suggest that a successful conpletion of this task will not
nerely make you an independently wealthy individual . . . it will add just
about all the honor and self-esteemto your individuality you crave so nuch."

She sat back down. "I wonder if there's enough in the entire universe." She
| ooked up at her prospective enployer. "You' ve certainly done your honework."

"Money buys a great deal.”

“You certainly want it to buy ne."

"As | said, | think | understand something of your psyche. |'mnot buying
you. Mdney isn't your thing, Mchi ko Noguchi. |I'moffering you freedom.

and sel f-respect within human society. You' d be able to go hone again,
Machi ko. Go hone, with your head high."



She thought about the offer for a nonment nore.

And then she gave hi m her answer.

Chapter 5
The yautja danced.

Lar' ni x' va danced the dance of Death. Not just a Path dance, but The Path
dance.

Hi s opponent hissed and cl acked before his spear, seem ng aware of the
i mportance of this battle. Beyond |life, above Death. It snelled of its acid,
though it had not bled yet. It had just been detected with a sensor and then
beaten fromthe bush where it had been hiding.

The pack had chal | enged Lar' ni x'va's assunption of the role of Leader. The
kai nde anedha chives, the Hard Meat Trial, would prove his worthiness.

To Lar'nix'va, though, it was just one nore step on his personal path, a
path that had engraved itself upon his soul at a very early age.

The Hard Meat | unged.

Lar' ni x' va dodged backward and performed a graceful flip. A showy maneuver,

certainly, but then this kill wasn't just for sport or for blooding-it was to
illustrate for certain that he was worthy of not just a questionable
Leadership, but a brilliant and honorabl e Leadership with nore than a touch of

pride and swagger. Thus woul d he take the next step up the | adder, for the

ot her packs that Hunted on this planet would surely have to take note. The
situation merited extreme scrutiny, and by his careful and panache filled
Leadershi p, Lar'nix'va knew that he would attract the attention of the el ders.
Thus he hoped to command nany yautja, not just a pack. Thus he hoped to
attract many fenal es, breed many children, and nake such a nane in the genetic
pool as had not been heard in many Passings. To think that the elders had once
consi dered hi munsuitable for breeding, had even considered severing his
gonads. It was not just ambition that drove this warrior, but outrage. Soon
there woul d be many yautja a few noks shorter than the norm But they would be
superior warriors and good solid breeders, wthout question. H s nanme woul d
not just be in history books, but witten in the annals of the genone.

Wth this fire of intention that burned in him he took a couple of fancy
steps, confusing the Hard Meat and inpressing his fellows with his ninbl eness.
Then, before the kai nde anedha had the opportunity even to consider the
possibility of fleeing, he raced forward and with stunning speed | opped off
one of its forward linbs. Even as the sword sharp | ength of special stee
sliced through the last bit of chitin, Lar'nix'va yanked it back and stepped
away fromthe spray of acid blood, not nerely in the prescribed training
fashion, but with a glorious flourish and a deep bel |l ow of victory.

The Hard Meat shrieked, but it bore forward, its |ong head darting out,
drool i ng and snappi ng.

The good thing about the kainde anmedha was that, while they could be wly
and hard to deal with in the closed space of tunnels and darkness, out in the
open they were highly predictable. They sought to attack and kill, and that
was it. Awarrior nmerely had to tine his attack and defense in cadence to the
i nstinctual performance of his prey.

Now Lar' ni x'va played with that. This was his Dance.



The Hard Meat struck, its linb dangling horribly. Fortunately, the linb had
ceased spurting acid, nmerely dribbling now, so that Lar'nix'va dared to dart
in and attack once nore. He saw a perfect opportunity to slash open the
creature's thorax. However, the fight woul d have been over too soon then
cheapening his glory. He signaled with a whistle his decision to attenuate the
battle, and then instead of making it a quick kill, he whacked down with the
bl ade upon the thing' s |eg.

The Iinb was tough. The blade bit into it but did not sever it. The spear
was stuck. Acid streaned out. Rather than pull on the spear and risk a-slash
fromthe jaws or remaining |linbs, Lar nix va abandoned it, |eaping back with
fancy footwork.

Then, rather than receive another spear fromhis fellows, he did the
gl orious thing.

Lar' ni x'va pulled out his short bl ade.

He heard the nandi bl es of the pack behind himchatter with disbelieving
approval . This was an insane thing to do, but a little insanity in the Leader
was al ways respected.

Lar' ni x' va capered around the Hard Meat speedily, and then, before it could
do anything in defense, he junped. His | eg nuscles drove himup onto its back
and with a powerful bl ow the new Leader brought the bl ade down upon the back
of the cranium The sharp steel pierced the arnor, driving perfectly into a
node that controlled the creature's reflexes. Before he could be, grabbed,
Lar ni X" va bounded away.

The Hard Meat screaned.
It rolled and convul sed.

Maddened and in terrible pain, it tried to |eap toward the warri or
responsi ble, but its |inmbs would not respond. Wth a clatter and clunking it
fell into a hellish heap

Lar'nix'va darted in, grabbed his spear, which had fallen away, and with a
fluid notion ramred t he weapon down and through the thorax with such force
that the Hard Meat was pinned to the ground.

Then Lar " ni x va | eaped away.
Wth the life of the thing leaking into the dirt, he turned to his fell ows.
"Can you doubt now that | am a Leader?" he said.

"No," said a tall warrior naned Bakuub, sullenly. "W cannot. However,
there is nore to a Leader than an individual feat. You well deserve your skul
here, and the honor that this kill heaps upon you, a mlestone on your Path.
However, we nust see how the pack works under you. Tinmes are serious, and we
cannot hazard a bad choice."

Lar' nix'va could feel the blood rush to his head. However, he controlled
his tenper. By rights all he had to do was call this a challenge fromthe
troubl esome fool and defeat himin a duel. However, Bakuub was correct. They
were in a troubl esone position. Mst |ikely Bakuub would be killed in such a
duel, and the pack-Lar'nix'va's pack-would thus | ose efficacy.

This, after all, was the pack that would lead Lar'nix'va to greatness. It
was a good pack, and the yautja knew it well. No reason to disnmantle it when



such was not necessary. \What was the saying? Thin.-de |e' hasuan 'al ounnyi n-de
bpi - de gka-de hasou-de paya. "Learn the gifts of all sights, or finish in the
dance of the fallen gods."

Lar' nix'va had no intention of nmoving his feet and shaking his spear in
that particular festivity.

"Very well. W should have an exercise. A portrayal of teamork."
"Yes," said Bakuub.

"A Hunt!" said another.

"A challenging Hunt," chinmed in a third bell ow

"But what is worthy of such a Hunt? What will truly test our nerits as a
wor ki ng uni t?"

Lar'nix'va's nandibles clattered together in a sly yautja snile. "The npst
truly worthy prey. The other creatures who hunt on this planet, who have no
doubt caused the death of our Leader. A prefatory foray into their realm"”

"Yes."
"Pyode amedha," cried another.

"Wait," said Bakuub. "lIs it wise to do this before we know what truly
transpires upon this planet?"

"You are not revealing cowardice, are you, Bakuub?" said Lar'nix'va.
"Soft Meat!" cried a warrior.
"Yes. A true challenge," echoed anot her

Lar' ni x' va nodded. "The others agree. W nust hunt the oomans. W nust hunt
the clever hunters. And we shall hunt our |ocosed Hard Meat at the sane tine."
He grabbed a spare spear and waved it in the air. "Hunt and thus our glory as
a pack will be restored!"

The cheers of his conpani ons buoyed his spirits, and his soul began to
yearn for killing.

Chapter 6

| don't know about this," said Attila the Hun. "I don't know about this at
all."

"Don't know about what ?"

"This entire enterprise. It snmacks of duplicity. It snells of trouble. It
reeks of-"

"I think the phrase you're groping for so literarily is "It's very
suspi cious."' "

The androi d | ooked taken aback. "Well, don't you agree? | nean, from out of
the blue cones a Greek bearing a gift. | believe the dictumstates clearly
t hat one shoul d be chary of such."

"I don't think 'Livernore Evanston' sounds very G eek, do you?"



"The fact that he didn't come with a bl oody Trojan horse doesn't change the
fact that . . . that . . . well, that this whole thing sounds not only fishy
but dangerous!"”

The ook on Attila's face was so sincerely chagrined that Machi ko Noguch
sl owed down to a wal k. She halted her assistant and trainer, who was of course
not at all w nded. She herself spoke breathily, and a |ight patina of sweat
covered her forehead.

"Aren't we wading a little deep into the anci ent kingdom of m xed
nmet aphor s?"

Evanst on had agreed that Machi ko should keep in shape, and as there were no
exerci se machi nes or roonms devoted to same, she was allowed to avail herself
of the circular corridor on the second deck, which was pleasantly similar to a
short track.

Round and round and round .
Puf f and puff and puff

The thing was, if Mchiko didn't do sone strenuous exercise as well as her
kata and her little softshoes with hol ographs thrown up by good of AH, she'd
be so antsy she'd be in a thoroughly nasty nood and probably insult or hit
sonmeone. And if not him then one of his several toadies who ran this boat.

What had happened was this:
She' d signed on

That sinple. She'd accepted Livernore Evanston's offer, laid down her
Joanna Hancock right by his own squirrelly scraw.

As pronmised, it took only the weekend for all the red tape to get bl eached
and sni pped. Evanston had advi sed her to take the day afforded her to pack and
nmake arrangenents for what she wished to bring with her

Al she'd wanted to take with her were a few paintings she'd grown fond of,
some photos and some nusic cubes, a painting set she found hel ped her neditate

And, of course, Attil a.

Attila was a little trickier, since her license for himextended only to
Conpany territory; and Evanston seened a little nonplussed about taking a
training android to Hunter's Planet (that sinple termseened to be the favored
appel | ati on, spoken with a wi de range of irony and enphases and nel odrana by
both the inpresario hinself and the crew). However, once assured that Attila
woul d not only help keep her in tip-top fighting and physical trim but, wth
his multifaceted abilities, actually be of help in the effort, the Boss
agr eed.

Besi des, he adored the nane.

Peopl e at the office were appropriately stunned and i npressed by her
conpany and her swift departure. She gave them a quick toodle-100 and showed
t hem her backsi de, though not quite in the way that perhaps she woul d have
preferred.

She and Attila were ensconced in |uxurious quarters aboard the space yacht.
Evanston asked if perhaps "the Hun" wanted his own room or perhaps just a



broom cl oset sonmewhere, and when Machi ko had answered that Attila always sl ept
in the same room like a "big teddy bear,"” the fat man had just | eered.

Al to the good, if it kept the guy's nind away fromthe possibility of any
m dni ght peregrinations. Machi ko honestly doubted that Evanston had any
designs in that direction. Doubtless, noney, power, and sheer personality kept
hi m deep in whatever sexual activities he pleased to partake of. No, he surely
hadn't taken ages to trip out to Buttlick, MIky Way, to try to junp a
scarred, over nuscled, stringy-haired gal's bones, no matter how sexy she
m ght be. He had come because she was, in his words, "unique."

That didn't mean, though, that he wouldn't try, the |ech
Actual Iy, Evanston was fortunate.

Starships could go lots faster now than in days of yore. And though Blior
in the Norn system was a far way out of the normal sphere of interstellar
activity, it happened to be in the same Einsteinian nei ghborhood as Dul | worl d,
rel atively speaking.

"I"'mas nmuch a warrior in the land of m xed netaphors as | amin any other
land," said Attila. "But truth to tell, |I rather liked it back where I was."

"Even though | was mi serabl e?"

"Ah, but you woul d have been so much nore nmiserable without me. | had a
pur pose, a positive value reinforced every single day. Wat being, biological
or manufactured, can truly look for confort in his duties?" Attila sighed.
"For a while | could." He | ooked off sadly at a stolid bul khead, as though
staring through some inmaginary porthole into the depths of space. "Now I'm
just a bag carrier."

"Come on. You're ny trainer, nmy associate, my secretary, ny alter ego, ny-
"Your robot slave."
"No . . . that's absurd. Again . . . you'renmy . . . M . .."

She wanted to say "friend and boon conpani on" or somethi ng sweet and
supportive, but sonmehow the words stuck in her throat, |ike peanut butter

Maybe that was why she'd run off with the yautja. They had hard and steely
enotions, just |like her. Honor and valor were all, and enotions soft and
tender or sinply good-natured were nonexistent.

A reality where shane and weakness could be fought with and defeated, and a
nobl e Death was as much a victory as a nobl e conquest.

"My better half."

"Ch, dear. Don't strain yourself." But Attila the Hun was smiling, happy

wi t h what ever crunmbs of genui ne approval she threw his way. "Still and all, |
amon record: This is a bad idea. You will regret it, and | already regret it.
But, then, | have very little choice in the matter."

"That's right, guy. And don't you forget it." She smled. "Wuld you rather
have assumed ny lovely job back there? How well would you have done on a
m ning world without nme?"

Attila was silent for a nonent. "Very well. Point taken."

"We do this job, nmake sone nbney . . . and we can start up sonething on our



owmn . . . our dream Til ......

"Your dream you nean." Truculently.

"Hey. You came up with it, not ne."
Still wal ki ng, round and round and round.

"A suggestion, nerely.’
Attila didn't have sinuses.

The acconpanying sniff was affected, Machi ko knew.

"Qur own school of martial arts and “Spiritual Training through the
Physical.' That's the exact phrasing you used. | liked it then and | like it
now. '

"What, back on Earth?"

"Still a world of opportunity . . . . That, or sone other ol der
civilization. Wth culture. Plays, mnmusical events . . . art, Til. Real art,
not just books in some dank library. Panoramas, cities, things to do . "

Al t hough he was fighting it, the android clearly was brightening. "Yes
yes, | do admt . . . it all sounds very tasty indeed" Darkness again,
| owering of the prom nent brow ridge. "But we've got to survive this next |eg
first. And we don't know exactly how long it will be."

Machi ko shrugged. "I told you about ny experiences with the Predators, Til
| told you about what | had to do to reconnect with hunan beings again. | told
you about the hell on Ryushi. My angui sh on Gordian. | survived. |I'll survive
again."

A | ook of profound thoughtful ness had taken hold of the android' s face.
"Yes, but it all proves that you're a nmagnet for trouble."

"Cnpon, Til. If that's true, you'll actually be able to prove out all these
great fighting theories of yours . . . and actually see me in action."

A sheepi sh | ook appeared on Atilla's face. He said nothing, and Machi ko did
not needl e him

It had al ways been one of Attila's private enbarrassnents that he'd never
actually had a fistfight or a street scuffle, let alone been involved in
anything like a battle or a fight for his sem-life. That was, as far as he

knew. Al the war stuff, after all, had been fed into the neural conplex
center of a practically tableau Rasa android. H s body had been around for a
while, and his personality and odd subaware stuff were still clinging to his

artificial neurodes and dendrites and synaptic colloids, but he had no
substantial nenory of his past. Machi ko used this fact to reassure him

Per haps, she clainmed, he'd in fact been a valiant warrior in sone anti-litter
canpai gn and had been taken captive by the sl obbish eneny, his brain hastily
and poorly scrubbed of nenory. Identity he'd never felt in short supply of;
menory was an entirely different affair.

Not that Attila was ever in short supply of things to do. While Machi ko was
doi ng her forty-hours-plus of bureaucratic nonsense per week for the corp, he
woul d read, paint, naster nusical instrunents, and conpose nusic, beconing a
wel | -rounded-i ndeed, a renai ssance-robot. However, when Machi ko was around,
his focus of attention was entirely upon her, as if he were sone sort of
faithful Labrador retriever. At first ever-single and self-sufficient Mchiko
found this annoyi ng. However, she rapidly got used to it and now actual ly
enjoyed it.



Attila was along on this trip as nmuch for conpany as anything el se. She
enj oyed the surprising aspects of her personality that she displayed around
him It was |ike discovering a new Machi ko inside her, a funny and cl ever
Machi ko, though nore vul nerable, nmore hurt than she'd ever admit to anyone
el se.

"Maybe that's what |'mafraid of," said Attila

"COkay, okay. This kind of nopey attitude is not the sort of thing I'min
the nood for. Maybe | should just take the dry sleep that Evanston offered."

Attila shook his head adamantly. "Not and stay in any kind of trimor
tone."

"Ha ha! There's the drill instructor I knowthat's why | need you. Had
gone al one, chum you can bet |I'd be snoozing in one of those chanbers right
now, with a nice little sleep aid for conpany"

Attila seened to take that well.

They continued wal ki ng al ong the hallway, chatting lightly as was their
wont. The corridors of the ship had nothing of the netal -and-glass sterility
usual |y associated with Long Drag boats. In fact, they were nore |like an odd
pent house, what with the colorful and tasteful wall patterns and artwork,
along with the occasional piece of antique furniture. Livernore Evanston
tended to prefer rococo, baroque, and Victorian decorations, and the principa
roons had a strangely cluttered | ook for a starship. But, then, it was al
very homey, especially the fireplace in the dining hall, and it was the
private space yacht of a rich man. Machi ko thought it fascinating.

Attila' s mouth nmade a slight tic, a sure sign he was consulting his
internal chrononeter. "All right, that's fine for the exercise."

"Anyt hi ng special you'd |Iike next?" said Mchi ko.
"Yes, as a matter of fact "
"Be ny guest. Your choice."

"Actually, if you don't care to acconpany ne, you need not," said Attila.

"You're too kind. No, actually, |I'menjoying seeing what you get up to when
I'"mnot around. Go ahead shoot. Wat did you have in mnd?" said Machi ko.

"Hm Well, maybe we should go over sone exercises . . . can't be too
careful about preparation.”

"Nonsense. |I'mup to here with exercises, anyway. Let's have fun. Your kind
of fun."

Attila brightened considerably. "Yesterday | did have a peek into the
library and thought it nost interesting."”

n O,]. n

Attila nodded his head enphatically. "Not boring old mcrofiche or conputer
screens. Real volunes. Sone with | eather binding and marvelous illustrations.
Exquisite."

"So you'd like to pore over sonme antiquities."

“I'"'msure you' d be bored."



"Not at all. Let's go."

Attila | ooked positively ecstatic. "lI'msure there are rewards. | thought |
saw a volunme of hai ku that would interest you. You are aware of the poetry of
your ancestors."

"Ch, yes. | think | wote one or two in ny romantic youth. Certainly, TH
That all sounds quite grand."

The library was on the second | evel. They took the antigrav pneumatic tube
box to get there, one of the fewitens on board the craft with streamnlined
nodern design. The first thing that Evanston had done was to give thema tour
of the boat, including a brief glance at the library and art room He'd given
them access to these throughout the trip; at their destination Machi ko pl aced
her palmon a light strip. It read her DNA pattern. A door whisked open
revealing a roomfull of shelved books. The place had a wonderful, confortable
ol d booky snell.

Attila imrediately gravitated to the poetry section, poring over a vellum
volume with great awe and reverence

Machi ko di scovered a whol e section devoted to classic conmic books. Now,
that interested her. She was | ooking over a collection of ancient Supernan
stories when Attila | ooked up suddenly from his readi ng and said, "Machiko."
Softly.

"Yes."
"Shhhh. We're al one, right?"

"I didn't see anyone in the corridor, and unless they've got visibility
danpers on, there's no one in here.”

"Good. | believe that this library has an annex."
“"No, it doesn't. Evanston showed us just one room"

“I'"ll bet he has nore books. | bet the truly interesting ones are in the
annex. "

Machi ko got a little annoyed. "What anex?"

"Shhh. | detect no observation equipnent in this room but |I've noticed
that voices do tend to carry through the corridors in this environnent." He
got up and wal ked over to a shelf of books. "My sensors picked up a control
box here, behind these books." He carefully took the books down and pl aced
themon a table. Sure enough, there was sone kind of electronic switch on the
wal | -nothing |like on the outside, either

"Hmm Curious. Purely mechanical. No identification required."

"I really don't think you should fool with that." Normally, Mchi ko woul d
be just as curious as Attila. However, she didn't want to go ruining a good
thing by getting caught snooping around where she didn't bel ong.

"Come on. If it was all that inportant, it would have an identity access
seal . My spatial and anal ytical sensors detect a room next door, along wth
nore paper and leather." H s eyes seened to glow with enthusiasm "That nust
have sonme true antiquarian prizes."

He began to touch the contraols.



Machi ko got up. She could order himto stop, she supposed, but sonehow it
didn't seemworth it. Attila seemed interested and intent, and it was good to
see himso fascinated with somethi ng.

Besi des, she was getting a little curious herself.
Suddenly a conpl ete panel of the library shel ving opened, revealing a door
Attila | ooked totally delighted. "Just like in the novies. A secret room"

He turned another switch, and a soft yellow | anbency spread through the new
room

Machi ko stepped forward to have a | ook

Sure enough, there were books lined on nore shel ves.
Attila stepped forward, exam ning spines.

Machi ko had noticed somethi ng el se besi des books.

"Fascinating," said Attila. "How very curious . . . our benefactor seens to
be a war buff. He's got extensive biographies of generals fromJulius Caesar
t hr ough Napol eon, Rommel, and even Lickenshaun fromjust a few decades ago.
He's got all the books of John Keegan from Face of Battle to A History of
Warfare. He's got all of von Clausewitz's witings. O course, the Art of War.
Many first editions. My goodness, he's even got things by Maenchen-Hel fen, the
nost neticul ous collator of Hunnish data concerning nmy nanesake. Perhaps he's
sone sort of war-ganer. He's got that sedentary | ook about him"

Machi ko wal ked to the other end of the snmall room There was a gl ass case
there, like those used in nuseuns. Set inside the case were several itens.

A gl ove.

A broken javelin.
Hal f a bl oody nask.
And a knife.

"An interesting collection," said Attila. "And extensive. If he just wanted
the data, it would all be stored in-"

"Til," said Machi ko in a sharp, hushed tone.
"My goodness. A first edition of-"

"Til

"Comi ng, comng."

The android noved to her side. She pointed down at the display. He blinked
at her. So.

"Til. The pack | was telling you about?"
"Yes. The yautja. The Predators."
"This glove . . . these weapons . . . theirs."

"VWhat. The pack' s?"



"Not necessarily. | nean, these are part of their general war culture.”
"I thought their whole culture was war."
"War. Hunting-all to gain honor, prove thensel ves.

"Yes. |'ve heard all your stories." He | ooked down through the gl ass case
again, clearly mulling over this new turn of events.

"You know what this nmeans, don't you?"

"There are a nunber of possibilities. The one | favor is that you're being
taken for a ride. | knew that Livernore Evanston was no good the nonent | net
him"

"These only nmean that Evanston's got sonme relics of the yautja. hbthlng
nore. Although it could nean that he knows sonething about them.

"Care to list the possible specul ati ons?"
"One step at atime . . . right now. . ."
There was a sound of voices. Distant voices, fortunately.

Machi ko and Attila | ooked at one another for a split second and then
i mredi atel y hopped back out of the room Wth remarkable speed and agility
Attila punched the necessary buttons and cl osed the door behind them

They reassunmed their places in their chairs, perusing books. A crew nenber
wal ked past, gazed in for a nonent, nodded good day, and then left.

"Shall we go back in and take another |ook?" Attila asked after the
f oot st eps had echoed away.

"Maybe | ater. We've got a few nore days' passage." Machi ko nodded
thoughtfully. "I need to think about this."

They went back to their respective reading.

Chapter 7
The hunt was on!

Abner Brookings, Esquire, lawer to the bright and the powerful, and
gun-fanci er extraordinaire, strode through the yanga trees, a beautiful
antique rifle cradled in his arns like a well-oiled baby. The sun of this
worl d, a purplish, splotchy affair, was just topping a magnificent frieze of
mount ai ns in the distance, and the colors the rays made through the swirling
m sts against the | eaves and vines and flowers and trees were spectacul ar
Br ooki ngs took a deep breath, tasting the sweet and sour life of this world,
and again he felt the charge that the hunt always brought:

Tot al Her eness.

How often, in the docket of some nusty judge's quarters, or even in rich
corporate boardroons, did his mnd wander. Thereness, he called the state, and
he deci ded that hunman beings |ived nost of their lives in that
quarter-consci ous state.

Sone peopl e woke thensel ves up through Zen neditation. For some, nusic rang
t heir chi nes.



O hers-well, the list was endless, fromgrav-skiing to poga-licking.
For Abner Brookings, though, it was the hunt.
For himit was the Prospect as well as the Act of killing sonething.

Today, though, the sensation was particularly acute, for the sonething was
the sort of beastie who could just as likely turn around and kill him

"Wat cha t hink, Ab?" said the woman wal ki ng abreast of him "Pretty good
day. Think we're going to bag that zangoi d?" Petra Piezki grinned and shifted
her hold on her large and heavy twel ve-gauge shotgun. She was short and stocky
wi th big shoul ders, and she |iked heavy artillery. Piezki was a |l awer in the
same firmas Brookings, a little younger, and not quite the snappy dresser
that the dapper A.B. was. In fact, she looked a little Iike Jungle Jill in her
silly khakis. She was dark and gruffly friendly in her Russki sort of way, and
a good gal to have a vodka martini with after nailing poor suckers in |ega
coffins. They'd gone hunting before, but never on this kind of extravagant
pl anet, never for this kind of big gane. Brookings could see his own
excitement mrrored in the flushed cheeks and the stance of his partner

"I think we'd better bag that zangoid, or we're going to have to buy drinks
for the whole bar tonight."

Petra grinned. "W did boast |last night, didn't we?"
"Li ke the drunk | egal eagles we are."

"Well, it's not as though we haven't had any experience in this kind of
sport."

"Ducks and squirrels, some deer, one nobuntain lion."

Petra | ooked taken aback. "Not! They were alien, fearsone creatures!"
"The equi val ent of the above."

"Come on, Ab. G ve us sone credit."

"What we've actually killed, Piezki, isn't nuch"

"The sins, though. The sins!"

"True-but “virtual reality' in my hunble opinion is a termthat should be

changed to 'verisimilitude reality.' | assure you it's just not the sane
t hi ng. "
"We'll see.”

"Right. After pointing that gun down the jaws of a charging zangoid, |I'm
pretty sure that we'll both have different views of this entire business. And
goodness knows, on the plus side, it will be a bigger rush.”

There was a | ong pause, and Abner Brookings took the opportunity to gaze
over the party, taking confort in the nunbers and the fact they had a couple
of gui des, | ooking conpetent and hearty as they surveyed with keen eyes the
nmur muri ng ali en savanna.

"You know," said Petra Piezki, "maybe we shoul d have taken al ong heavi er
armanent." She | ooked down at her beautiful shotgun with its el aborately
carved handle and its beautiful netalwork. "Like a many-millineter blaster or
sonet hi ng. "



"Ah," said Brookings. "Getting a slight bit of jitters, are we?"

"OfF course not. It's just that well, fromwhat those guys were sayi ng about
the particular zangoid that was being let |oose this norning-1 don't know.

Maybe the first tine out here on Blior we should have been a little nore
cautious, a little less sporting, huh?"

Br ooki ngs hefted his own rifle. "Look, these guns are part of our
col l ections, right?"

Petra nodded, looking a little pale.

"W paid plenty of noney for them right?"
"Ch, yes."

"So let's use them"

Petra thought about that for a nmonment as the sun burned through the m st
and an exotic bird with rai nbow plumage thrashed up out of the foliage.

They were an odd coupl e, Abner and Petra. Wen they did crimnal |aw work
for the corporation, their nicknanes were Bad Cop, Bad Cop. Wen they did any
ot her kind of work, they were called Shark and Sharkette. There were a whol e
raft of nanes they were called behind their backs, but in Brookings's opinion
when you were call ed nasty nanmes as a | awyer, that just neant you were doing
your job well.

Abner Brookings was a full head taller than his conpatriot in torts, and
bl ond to boot, a handsome devil. He was forty-five years old, although with
his rejuv treatnents and his regular exercise and vitam n injections, he stil
| ooked a rigorous though experienced twenty-seven. There were those who
whi spered that Brooki ngs sucked bl ood to stay young, and he woul d al ways air
these statenents to his office and coll eagues with the addendumthat if he
i ndeed sucked blood, it was only netaphorical -and could you undo that collar a
bit . . . I can't quite get at your jugul ar

He had a straight nose and a square chin; he al nost | ooked prefab. Mney
had bought him his good | ooks, and he nmade little secret of that
ei t her-al though he added that this way he didn't have to buy wonen. This was
the one area of nodesty in a generally arrogant and i mmdest i ndividual, and
he cherished it. He'd had a few wives here and there through his life, and a
few children, whomhe saw irregularly. Mstly now what he had was an exciting
and fulfilling life and | ots of noney, beautiful wonen, adventure: a life, in
hi s opinion, far beyond the dreans of |esser human bei ngs.

In truth, his allusion to "paying" for this expedition had been nere
rhetoric, since there were actually professional matters to which the
corporation had sent himhere to attend.

Busi ness nixed with pleasure, so to speak

However, as true as that may have been, he was quite inpressed with what
had been done with this planet. As a hunter hinself, when he'd heard about it,
he'd been intrigued, but he'd had no idea of the true wonderland ol d man
Evanst on had concocted on this world so far fromthe systemthat |aws didn't
matter. This nade the | awyer in Brookings nervous; but the nan, the hunter, it
excit ed.

Anyt hi ng was possi bl e.



They wal ked t hrough the warming day a little farther in silence. The other
hunters in the party chattered; Brookings could snell their jitters. And no
wonder. These weren't true hunters; not even true amateurs. They were just
ri ch wannabes who thought by plunking down cool credits they could put on sone
macho, some stink of cajones.

Ha!

There were ten of them ranging fromscrawny to obese. Sone Conpany peopl €;
nostly renoras, entrepreneurial hangers-on to corporations or to the
| ndependent Man hi nsel f, Livernore Evanston. The Man's dream of course, was
to make this world a businessman's rite of passage-all corporation flunkies,
all "free market" sorts; anyone with a couple million to rub together and nake
some noney to burn, noney to spare should they want to get away and bl ow apart
sone unlikely gane.

Chances were, when those Di sneyl and days cane, it would be a cream puff
pl anet, with no edge. Brookings would have to ook for his thrills el sewhere.
However, right now he'd get his kicks while he could.

"So, Nickelson," he finally said, calling out to one of the prefabs. "Any
sign of our guest of honor?"

Hank Ni ckel son turned and | ooked through heavy lids at the | awer. "Yo, M.

Brookings." He lifted one of his brawny arns and indicated. "I got a reading
from about five hundred kays ahead." The nman's accent was gilded in Bronx.
Br ooki ngs wasn't sure it was real. It was a pure tough-guy accent, and naybe

The Man had trained his guide especially to talk in Tough Guy.
Take the other hunt | eader, Hans Bei nz.

Va. Ve haf der pheronone tracker on high. She is in our sights.” Big teeth
shone through a scow on the Wenerschnitzel face.

A fake German accent, no doubt |earned fromold World War || fil ns.
G ve ne a break, thought Brookings.

Then again, maybe it made the excitement and uncertainty nmore entertaining
for the others. For Brookings, though, it was like being in a bad VirtRea
Advent ure.

Oh, well, when the actual shooting started, real reality would take over.

"CGood," asserted one of the newbies, a twitchy little geek in glitter-blue
sungl asses and nmousy nustache. Nane of Sherman sonething, and he'd drunk mlk
the night before at dinner. "I . . . | can't wait for the action to start."

"You sound as though you're trying to convince yourself, friend," said
Br ooki ngs, unable to resist the opening.

"Going to be nasty, | can just feel it," said Petra. "I just hope we al
coughed up the insurance prem uns that were strongly suggested. Particularly
t he maul i ng-and-1ost-1inbs charge."

That got some eyes buggi ng.

"Hey, goofball," said Hank. "We don't need none of that, now. Everybody's
gonna be safe, long as they follow the rules. And rule nunber nine is, Keep
your big mouths shut if your group head tells you to." Gare. "And I'mtellin’
you. "



Petra shook her head and | aughed. She | ooked over to Brookings for backup
but the | awyer just gave her a "This is your shit you just stepped in,
col | eague” | ook that he'd perfected with partners in court.

Petra shut her nouth.

After a while Hans | ooked up from his nachi ne encunbered arm a puzzl ed
expression knit over his neaty face. " Funny. |'mnot getting anything on the
notion sensors."

"Maybe the zangoid is asleep.”

"What? Wth the sun up? The thing had a good rest last night. Morning is
its nost active period."

"Maybe it's caught sonething, and it's chowin' down."

Hans tongue probed his cheek thoughtfully. "Ja. Ja. Must be!" His eyes,
t hough, did not | ook sanguine.

"What you think, Petra?" said Brookings, drolly. "Perhaps the fearsone
critter has found a perch on a tree somewhere and is presently patiently
waiting to feast on your liver."

Petra smiled "No, on your brain, good buddy. It |ikes soft food."

Brookings let off a hearty chuckl e and sl apped his coll eague on the back.
"That's the spirit. Stupid jokes. Bonhom e. Bonding. That's what nakes this a
hunting safari of sonme quality and note."

Wth renewed vigor they advanced to the forefront of the party, follow ng
i medi ately behind the two | eaders. The others in the group, though, did not
| ook so reassured. In fact, the general consensus, if expressions were to be
read, was that perhaps they should all just go back and play sonmething lighter
and | ess troubl esone, like a few holes of golf.

The zangoi d had been beacon marked. Hans and Hank followed their sensors
and tracers into a large copse of tall trees, a denser part of junglelike
terrain. The snells were nore pungent here, the rising danp steam nore
oppr essi ve.

They filled out into a small clearing.

There was sonething in the mddle of a clearing, and Brookings coul d see
the digitals and dials grow excited.

Horns pointed. Va. There."
"What's it doi ng?"
"Just lying there," said Hans.

"Qdd," said the other |eader. "Zangoids prefer to remain in the brush. You
generally have to flush themout. Wat's it doing in the open?"

"Maybe it's a retarded specinen," said Brookings.

Both | eaders flashed dirty | ooks at the | awer. They were big and
domi nati ng enough that Brookings cringed a bit at their obvious displeasure.
He'd have to be a little nore discreet with his quips out here. He couldn't
hi de behind the robes of a judge, and these boys could kick his tail, easy.



Still, it gave hima little thrill to be so saucy with them a part of the
dare of this whole expedition.

They approached the zangoi d.
The beast was |ying prone on the ground, on its back, quivering.

Zangoi ds are generally feline in principle, with a lizardy head and hide
and six linbs-four legs and two arns. Sone called them "snake centaurs"”
because of their resenblance to creatures of G eek mythol ogy. They were
fearsone beasts with talons on nobile linbs, claws on their "hands," and sharp
teeth in their head. They were nost definitely carnivores, preferring their
nmeat fromthe fresh, quivering, and bl oody counter. Although they hunted in
packs, a zangoid on its own was a far nore fearsone and dangerous beasti e,
which made it an ideal hunting animal. Thus it had been inported to Blior, and
thus it was being used for prelimnary safaris. The | eaders had hunted | ots of
zangoi ds before and knew their habits, making this a reasonably safe
expedi tion, despite the obvious snarling viciousness of the things.

However, Abner Brookings could tell fromthe expressions on Hank's and
Hans's faces that lying down on its back in the mddle of a clearing was not
general ly one of the zangoid' s known habits.

"What's it doi ng?" piped one of the subanateurs.
"I's it having sonme kind of attack?" asked another. "Maybe it's sick."

There were other suggestions, including calling it a day and goi ng hone.
However, Hank put up his hand for silence.

Wth his gun poked forward, he took , a few steps closer to the creature.

Br ooki ngs watched, his own safety off, as the zangoid went through what
appeared to be a series of seizures. Its wide eyes were rolled back inits
head, and its splayed | egs trenbl ed spastically.

"Look. There's something growing in its chest," whispered Petra

"Looks likes a pulsing growmh or sonething," added anot her hunter
"Shhhh!" said Hans with full Germanic sibilance.

Br ooki ngs watched with interest and di sappoi ntment. There was plainly
sonething wwong with the zangoid, which, while interesting enough, neant that
inall likelihood they weren't going to be able to hunt the thing.

A bul ge had indeed forned in the creature's |lower chest, and it seened to
pul se, as though the zangoid's heart was beating far too hard. The animal's
nout h had opened and snapped cl osed, and it had bit off part of its tongue.
Rich red bl ood streanmed down its side.

Every novenment of the beast screaned its clear state of delirious agony.
Its lizard eyes seened expanded to the point of popping out of their sockets.
It stank of blood and urine and feral fear

The whol e at nosphere around it was charged with an electric precognition of
terror and viol ence; Brookings could feel it thrunm ng through the very
ground. It raised his hackles.

He thrill ed.

He could tell that Petra felt it as well. The young, stocky woman | ooked on



the verge of bolting and runni ng. Brookings placed a conforting grip on her
arm staying her. Then he turned his attention back to the event at hand.

"Stay back," cautioned Hans. "W don't haf any idea what's happened."

"Shit, nman. The Boss pays a | ot of noney for dese things," said Hank. "He's
gonna wanna know just what went wong with dis one and-"

"Jesus Christ!" cried one of the new wonen.
Wth good reason.

The chest was expanding again, this tine not retracting, just growing like
sone fleshy, bony ball oon. A bul bous, puslike, veiny head fornmed at its peak
as though it were sone kind of gigantic carbuncle in bad need of |ancing.

It burst.

Bl ood spattered in all directions, a particularly large splatter falling
and drenching Hank. But this was all peripheral to the main show, which
Brooki ngs watched with horrified fascination, rifle down and ready.

Emerging fromthe hole came a crinmson-drenched worm i ke creature the size
of a heftily nuscled arm

"What the hell is that?" cried Petra.

"Sonme kind of parasite, it would seem" said Brookings. "Some kind of
creature on this world they don't know about? If so, it has an amazing
gestation period if the beast was just let |oose this norning."

"Nein, " said Hans. "This zangoid was |let |oose several days ago to adjust
to the environment. Experinent."

Both the hunter-guides | ooked as though they were undeci ded about whet her
to try to capture the creature or just blast it.

The creature didn't wait for their decision. It squiggled out of its
host-cl early dead now, danmged tongue lolling, ribs spoked up Iike
t onbst ones-and scurried for cover

"Quick," cried Hans. "Hank-shoot it!" He raised his own blaster
Hank wi ped off a layer of blood and raised his own weapon.

Before either could twitch a trigger, however, something tore through the
shrubbery. It was going alnost too fast to see, but Brookings, who had
excel | ent eyesight, nmade out the dimoutline of sone kind of booneranglike
devi ce.

It whooshed through the air.
It sliced into the thick wormcreature, cleanly |opping off its head.
The worm thing withed in death throes.

The device that had killed it whisked back into the bushes, disappearing
from si ght

"What the hell-" said Hans.

Br ooki ngs crouched, |ooking around. "It |ooks as though we're not the only



ones hunting today."
"What do we do?"
"For right now, we just stay put and see what happens."
The ot hers, however, paid no heed to this advice.
Two nmen broke and ran back in the direction in which they'd cone.
"No, you idiots. Wait!" cried Hans. "There could be danger! Stay together!"

Neither |istened. They cut through the qui ckest way back to the savanna, to
civilization.

"Let 'em go, man," said Hank. "W've got our own problens."
"What' s happeni ng---"

"I dunno. Those weird signals we been getting. The tech boys have been
saying that sonmething weird' s been going on for a while now, but the head
honchos have been just forging on, you know. Turn on the canmeras. W better
get this down for posterity.”

"And posterior holes, fromthe sounds of it," said Brookings.

"Camera's been on ever since | saw that thing," said Hans, backing away
slightly, as though just in case sonething else was going to bl ow out of that
chest cavity, or even the head naybe. "Bad stuff." H's blaster was up, and his
eyes were easing back and forth, catching a wide arc of vision. Feet apart,
ready. A professional's stance.

"What do we do?" asked Petra.

"l suggest we see how our guinea pigs do in their path, eh?" said
Br ooki ngs.

"Stal ki ng horses of their own making?"

"Precisely."

The stal king horses were galloping along, indeed, at a rapid clip.

However, they did not nake it.

Bef ore they were hal fway through the glade, inmediately under a large palm
like tree, sonething shuddered in the foliage, and sonething bl ack, something
netli ke folded around them from beneath, hoisting theminto an elastic gripped
ride. They bounced in their tree-prison only once, before other things rippled
through the foliage

Spears.

Si mul t aneously these javelins transfixed the attenpted escapees. One
t hrough the head. The other from shoul der through groin.

Both nen had just enough time to let off a yel ping screech and wiggle a
little bit before the streans of blood started stream ng out |ike beet juice
t hrough a col ander.

"Ch God, oh God, oh God," cried one of the newbies.



"Shit and dammation. That fuckin' tears it!" said Hank. "This ain't
supposed to be happenin'."

"Hank! Stay in formation!"

Ignoring his fellow hunter, the well-nmuscled man ran forward, spraying a
huge plune of energy up into the treetops fromwhere the javelins had energed.

Defoliation on a nmassive scale. The | eaves did not even have tinme to burst
into flane. They were sinply blown into carbon along with many of the
surroundi ng trees, |eaving only bl ackened skel et ons behi nd.

Hank turned around, a satisfied smle broadening his lug's nug. "There.
That shoul d hold the bastards down awhile, so we can see what the hell's going
on. Hans, what are you showi ng on your sensors?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Can't see anything up in the trees, either," added Petra.

"Maybe we got whoever it was," said Hank

"I thought | saw sonething hopping fromtree to tree up there," said a
sl ender, bespectacl ed woman, who in Brookings's estimation wasn't quite as
geeky as the others.

"What - now?"

"No, before."

Hank shrugged. "I guess we're just going to have to sift through the ashes.
What do you think, Hans? Sone kind of assassination attenpt on one of dese
worthies here with us?"

"I don't know. Any of you have reason to think sonebody's after you?"

"Maybe they were after Bl ake and Al varez," suggested Petra.

"Those guys. Unlikely," added a jowy man naned Gustavson, profusely
sweat i ng.

"May |, as a lawyer, rem nd you gentlenen that we are presently all on
audi o and vi deo, and doubtless this nay be used in sone sort of hearing," said
Br ooki ngs.

"You can turn that off, buddy," said Hank. "There's no | aw out here but The
Man's."

Br ooki ngs shrugged. "Sorry. Quess |'mjust on automatic."
"What are we going to do? Take the bodi es back with us?" said Hans.

"I"'mafraid that | kind of blew themapart as well." "Pick up the pieces,
t hen. "

"May | suggest that we pick up our own pieces and get out while the
getting' s good?" said Gustavson

"Ve coul d send back an arnored vehicle to paw through the weckage," said
Hans

"I think that would be wi se."



"I just can't figure out what went on there," said Hans.

"I really think we should |eave that to the experts," said Hank. "W']I
just get the data on this situation now, then get the hell out of here."

"Va. |'mworking onit, I"'mwrking onit."

"Christ, you rube. You're going to have to get a little closer than that to
get anything."

Al this tine Abner Brookings had been grow ng increasingly nervous.
Before, the prey had certainly been capable of turning back and biting, but
that was all part of the fun. Before, this place had been alien and strange,
but that had been the frosting on the cake, fun stuff as well.

Now, though .

Now, with an arned and civilized nenace nysteriously skul ki ng about anobng
the trees, things were profoundly altered into the truly unknown. Abner
Brooki ngs generally faced intelligent opponents in court, and those were not
arnmed. Now he was in quite unconfortable territory, and the threat to his
nortality was not thrilling; it was unsettling on a deeper |evel than he knew
he had.

"Per haps you shoul d be thinking about a higher calling, gentlenen," said
Br ooki ngs.

"Yeah?" said Hank absently and brusquely as he nade his way closer to the
unharned trees, holding out his sensors to get the best possible reading.
"Li ke what ?"

"I"mtal ki ng about your charges. You're responsible for twelve lives here,
two of which have been extingui shed."

Hank shrugged. "Look, buster-you signed the agreenent. Did you read the
t hi ng?"

Br ooki ngs was a | awyer. Brookings read everything he signed. Only as a
consul tant of the corporation, he hadn't signed anything-this trip was free
for himand was all included under his unbrella agreement with the
cor poration.

"well-er . . "

"What it says, Shylock, is you fucking pay your noney, you fucking take
your chances."

Voi ces rai sed anong the group. Voices that seened to be in genera
di sagreenment with that sentinent

"Shit. Fuckin' Sunday hunters."”

Hank shook his head sorrowfully and waded out into the unknown. He directed
the sensors in a wide arc.

He stopped in his tracks.
"Shit, Hans."
"Vat ?"

"There ain't just sonething out there . . . there's several sonethings out



there, moving, and | can't see a goddamed one of them"
"Look-over there . . . ," cried one of the Sunday hunters.
Brooki ngs foll owed the pointed finger

Yes. There | ooked |ike something fuzzy and di spl aced anong the trees.
Leaves shook and a branch visibly bowed.

"Cet your asses down here," shouted Hank. He pointed his blaster up at the
trees. "Or I"'mgoing to now those trees down, just like I did-"

There was only a brief flicker
A thunk, and a tearing.
A sharp intake of breath

The next thing Brookings knew, Hank staggered, equipped with a new
appendage.

A javelin just like the one that had killed the others had al nost nmgically
appeared, transfixed in his chest, bloody barb sticking out of his side.

Hank | ooked down at the spear

For a nmonent he tried to pull it out of his body, and then he keel ed over
dead.

"Dam!" Hans said no other words of benediction for poor Hank's departing
soul . He just ran forward, scream ng, pouring out a blast of energy fromhis
gun.

For his trouble he was rewarded with one of the boonerang devices. It
sailed through the air, again seemngly out of nowhere, and cleanly sliced
t hrough nost of his neck.

The head whi pped back on the remaining strands of skin and nmuscle. A
fountain of bl ood whooshed up into the air. The blaster scorched the earth
harm essly under Hans's cl enched fingers. Upside down, horrified and stunned
eyes stared at the party for a nonment, aware

And then the light died in them

The body toppled over, still twitching. A gout of fire churned up sone nore
dirt.

And then it was over
For Hans .
A rush of adrenaline and panic suffused every cubic centineter of
Brooki ngs's body. He | ooked down at his antique, expert rifle-and it seened as

usel ess as sone stick

The stink of death was in the air, and Abner Brookings had no desire to add
his own to the mx.

He reached over with his rifle and tapped Petra on the shoul der

"I don't like the turn of events. Let's go."



"Maybe we shoul d grab the blaster."

"Uh-uh. That's going to invite another attack. Let's see how fast you can
run. Follow "

So saying, he turned and started running back the way they'd cone.

The remaining hunters were nostly frozen, transfixed with terror. Their
protectors, after all, had been killed, and now they were effectively alone in
the wild in a confrontation with an unknown eneny.

Two of them began firing randomy into the brush
M st ake.

Deep in the pit of his instinct for survival, Brookings knew this was a
m st ake. Exactly how, he had no idea . . . but there was sonething

He didn't dwell on the subject. He just ran on it, offering absolutely no
resi stance.

Petra's footsteps and huffing sounded behind him The wonan was smart.
Fol low the | ead of your betters . . . a practice that Brookings had al ways
used personally.

He was in good shape, a good runner, and he felt the chem cals of his fear
chargi ng through his nuscles Iike well-oiled, high-octaned pistons.

The path back was beaten, and the other end was clear and free. If he could
nmake it back there, Brookings had the feeling that he could nmake it.

Behi nd him he heard the shrill sounds of shots and screans.
The massacre he'd foreseen was in the offing.
He put on a burst of speed.

Behi nd hi m he heard the sound of a trip, the stutter of attenpted renewal
of bal ance, and the chuff of bushes swept aside by a fall.

"Brooki ngs. Gve ne a-"
A muffled yell.

Brooki ngs's natural inclination was just to keep on running. However, he
sensed he was in an area of safety, for now He could spare a few seconds ....

And boy, would Petra owe him

It was better than nmoney. It was a power that Brookings actively
cultivated. He stopped, went back to where his fallen colleague was |ying on
her stomach, struggling to get up

"Come on, chum " Brookings reached down and pulled Petra up by her arm "No
time for lying about. W' ve got to save our---"

He realized that the squel ched screanm ng wasn't comng fromthe distance.
It was coming from Petra.

Affixed to her face was some sort of crablike creature. Brookings could see
the ridges of blood where it clung, |ike sone hellish mask.



Br ooki ngs |l et go and backed away.
There was not hing he coul d do. Not hi ng.

Abner Brookings was a nan of quick, decisive powers, and he nmade a fast
deci si on now. He was going to have to |leave Petra to fend for herself.

The sound of the dying filling his ears, he turned and ran for all he was
wor t h.

Chapter 8

The planet Blior was an Earth-type world, fourth of seven planets around a
@O sun. It had five nobons, none of which were |arge.

When Machi ko had read the specs on the conputer in her prepping work, she
had understood why Livernore Evanston had taken the tinme, the trouble, and the
huge expense to settle and colonize this world for his own business purposes.
It was an ideal world, with a nice atnosphere, a perfect axial spin, which
gave it mld seasons, and a terrific bal ance between sea and | and. There were
twenty-nine Australia-sized continents distributed around the planet. Evanston
had actually started his colony on only one, leaving |ots of roomfor grow h.

This island continent was called, arrogantly enough, Livernoreland, wth
its capital city dubbed Evanstonville. When the rich nman's yacht |anded at the
conpound' s spaceport, and Machi ko stepped out onto the fresh tarmac and got a
[ ungful of the air, any doubt of the planet's beauty and worth was i mmedi ately
erased.

However, she was distracted by what was waiting for them a group of
twenty-one people, dressed in exaggerated military garb, remniscent of the
pl umage sported by officers in the Napol eonic wars. They raised rifles and
fired into the air in salute to the return of their obvious |eader

Evanston saluted them smiling broadly.

"Alittle flourish of mine | enjoy. | enploy a great nany people, and we
of ten have ol d-fashi oned reenact nents of fanopus battles fromvarious parts of
history. Gves ny security forces a chance to exercise. W have an adequately
trained force of two hundred people, with a hundred reserve. O course, they
al so have other jobs and functions."

"Security force? You're in the mddle of nowhere. What do you need a
security force for?"

The smile becane a frown. "You never know. The unprepared planet is the

dooned planet." He brightened. "Besides, it amuses nme, Warfare, after all, is
a formof hunting. And re-creation of battles is a valid sport. No one is
hurt-nmuch | ess dangerous than what people pay nme for. |I'mhoping to nmake these

kinds of re-creations a larger part of the entertai nment here one day."

"Have you had any run-ins with belligerent intelligent |ife?"

"No, but that doesn't mean that | won't," he said sharply, nonentarily
showi ng a harsh side. He softened, allowing the charmto flow back in.
"Please. Allow a rich man his paranoia. After all, | allow you a sidearm" He
nodded down to the holster, which held an ol df ashi oned .38 revol ver, a weapon
that Machiko felt confortable with and had requested perm ssion to use.

"True. It seens to be a scary, unexpected universe." She nodded at the
uni fornmed people. "If you' ve got all these guns and warriors here, what do you



need nme for?"

"You and the others |I've enployed recently are specialists, Michi ko. My
security forces are nerely people with guns and a ot of tinme on their hands.
You are a past master-an artist, if you will."

She let it drop and watched for a nonent as the mlitary sorts marched off
to canned martial nusic. She was anused by this display, but nostly she was
i mpressed by the scenery around her

This was an incredi ble world.

She'd seen that on the way down, through the viewers. Evanston had shown
them a speci al travel ogue detailing sone of the features. The usual panoply of
waterfalls, crashing surf, sunsets, throbbing nusic, majestic nountains, jewel
like jungles, purple waves of grain, et cetera. Machi ko al ways just sort of
tuned these kinds of things right out. You could doctor the hell out of
i mmges, and even though you could get sone wonderful 3-D in-your-face special
effects out of the nmedium there was absolutely nothing |ike being there.

Blior had that pristine, rapturous glow of nature and creation and |life and
rock and water and pure air that the homeworld of Earth nust have owned at one
tinme, before Man and the alien infestation sullied it with agriculture,

i ndustry, and his own fungous-I|ike growth.

Even when she had been in a spaceship, she could alnmost snell it. Blior had
that quality. It was a lifeworld, and to Machi ko, despite her own difficulties
with that particular state of being, these were the kind of planets to her
taste.

"Very habitable," she said coolly, her reserve checking her enthusiasm

"Rat her nice piquant touch to the air, don't you think?" said Evanston, who
had acconpani ed t hem down the ranp. Just on the edge of the |launchpad, a |arge
linobusinoid carrier was pulling up. He gestured for themto nove toward it.

"Li ke an excellent year of Beaujolais, just decanted.”

Attila sniffed tentatively. "Snells of exhaust to ne."

"My goodness, Machi ko. Your crony has an extraordinarily sour franme of mnd
for one enbarking on such an exciting adventure." Although Evanston clearly
didn't like Attila, he bore the android' s presence with a bluff kind of hunor
t hat Machi ko appreciated. Qdd rich duck that he was, he was the kind of
i mpresari o whose | anguage, carriage, and deneanor were at |east always
ent ert ai ni ng.

"You have to excuse Attila. He resents anyone who enjoys life."

"To the contrary. | applaud. 1'd enjoy life a great deal nyself-if | had
one."

"Please, just ignore him He really does have a heart of gold."

"I's that how they nake androi ds these days? Wll, | suppose gold is a good
deal cheaper now. "

"Sticks and stones, M. Evanston." The nouthy android shrugged. "Ckay,
okay. Actually, | say this begrudgingly, but it is quite a world, and fromny
stay on your ship-which | enjoyed i nrensely, particularly your library-I1'd
venture to say that the eponynous city we are about to behold will be quite
somet hing as well."



"Absol utely, absolutely. But | warn you both-don't conpare the ship to the
world. The city is nost explicitly not constructed al ong cl assic masculine
lines. You will see Victoriana or whatnot here and there, where appropriate
however, for philosophic purposes |I've instructed the designers to di spense
with nost of the curlicues.”

Attila shrugged. "Perhaps you'll allow ne to have access to your yacht
occasional | y?"

Evanston beaned. "Certainly. dad to keep you interested. Considering your
di sapproving intellect, | seemto have captured sone of your inagination."

"Any warlike nature is just a program | enploy when necessary. The purpose
of war is to bring peace."

"Ah yes. That Chi nese war philosopher said that, didn't he?"
Attila seened inpressed. "Yes, as a matter of fact. Lao Tzu?"

"Precisely. But didn't he also say, "The purpose of peace is to prepare for
war ' ?"

"Only in ternms of bal ance."

"Your interpretation. Allow ne mne." Evanston gestured. "Besides, this is
not about war . . . . Hunting is far nore primal, elenental."

"And these days, exclusive... ," said Machi ko. She gave Attila a "Wuld you
pl ease shut up" kind of |ook, and the android nodded grudgi ngly.

"Also, this world is about far nore than hunting. I'mnot, after all
totally bloodthirsty." The irony was rich in his voice, and Machi ko's chuckl e
was honest. "This world is about enterprise.”

"Free enterprise?" said Attila, taking on an interested tone.

"Well, it's certainly not free," replied Evanston. "You' ve got to be
extremely well-heeled to conme here. | suppose |I'll eventually make a profit.
You'll have to ask ny business people about that .... On second thought,
don't. They advised against it." He shook his head. "People with no vision
Still, business, hobby, whatever-it's a magnificent place, and |I'm sure you'l
be quite inpressed with it. In fact, I'll give you the Cook's Tour
forthwith."”

As soon as they arrived at the linousinoid, a nan hopped out of the
backseat .

"Good day, M. Evanston," the man piped. "Wl cone back. And good day,
Machi ko Noguchi and Attila the Hun. Wl come to our nagnificent planet."

"How does he know our nanes?" asked Machi ko.
"I took the liberty of subspacing the results of nmy quest back to ny

hi ghest officers. This, ny new friends, is nmy personal secretary and
entertainment director, WIllem Cordial."

The man gave a brisk, self-nmocking bow. "At your service. |I'll be in charge
of your personal needs during your stay here," said the man. "Anything you
want, I'll get it. If this were a giant luxury hotel, I, WIIlem Cordial, would

be your personal concierge!"

WIllem Cordial was a short, slender man with blond hair, a perfect tan, and



sungl asses. He wore khald shorts and |l oafers shined to a glossy finish, a
short-sl eeved safari jacket, and a large rimed safari hat. He had a

cl ean-scrubbed, young | ook about him and a squeaky, obsequi ous voice. There
was a gap between his front teeth, and a feathery caterpillar of a nustache
perched precariously bel ow his nose.

"I sincerely hope that on your agenda for this stay will be the baggi ng of
sone big gane!" said the nan.

Machi ko coul d only goggle. The guy seened nore |ike a comic parody of a
hunter than anythi ng approachi ng nmanliness and conpetence. She | ooked over to
Evanston to see if this was sone kind of joke, but for all intents and
pur poses Evanston was very matter-of-fact with the nan.

No jester here, just another unusual facet of an unusual operation

"I"'msure we'll take tine for that, if time is indeed provided, M.
Cordial ," said Machi ko. "However, we are here primarily to do a job, not
part ake of the obvi ous-ah-benefits of this world."

"Nonsense," said Evanston. "You're entitled to have a good time on your
| ei sure hours and days, and Wllemhere will nake sure you do. Isn't that
right, WIIen"

"Entertai nnent is indeed ny job."

"Excel l ent," pronounced Evanston. "Now, your bags will be al ong presently
In the meantinme we'll show you Evanstonville and then take you to your
quarters."”

W1l em Cordial gestured to the open car door and the |uxurious |eather
seats beyond. "Please, just slide on into this climte-controlled vehicle, and
we wi |l endeavor to be of whatever service we-"

A sudden screeching of wheels got their attention

A small sporty car was approaching them at high speed. The | ow car squeal ed
to a stop just short of the Iinp, its bubble top popped, and a man junped out
of the car. He wore an expensive suit and tie, but |ooked di shevel ed and out
of sorts. As he approached, Mchi ko could see that he had fl esh-col ored
bandages on his face. "My God, Brookings. Wat happened to you? Abner
Brooki ngs, this is Machi ko Noguchi. | have indeed retrieved her and she's in
our service."

"Great. Nice to nmeet you. Sorry to disturb you, M. Evanston. | heard you
were landing. | nust speak to you personally"
"Well, of course. | should be in ny office later on in the day."

"I"'msorry, sir. This is a vital issue and | nust talk with you
i medi ately. I nportant business . "

There was a wild and frightened ook in his eye, and Machi ko coul d sense
that this man was not used to being frightened.

"Surely-"
"I'f I could just have your ear for a nonent."
"Excuse ne."

The two nen wal ked back toward the car, out of earshot. The well-dressed



man made a few heated gestures as he spoke in a whisper
"Sonet hing's going on," said Mchiko.
"Who is that guy?"

"He's a prominent [awer, working on sone high | evel business here," said
M. Cordial. "Now, then, if you'll hop into the car, we'll be all ready-"

"Has it got anything to do with my assignment here?" said Mchiko.

"I haven't the foggiest, really,"” said their host. "Now, if you will get
into the car-"

"l agree totally Machi ko should know, " said Attila, turning as though to
wal k toward the tal king nen.

Cordi al became noticeably flustered. "Please, no . . . please cooperate."

"No need to rock the boat, Til," said Machi ko, placing a cal mng hand on
her android's arm "After all, we're just hired hands.™

The little man noticeably relaxed. "I think you'll find this vehicle very

confortable. W have a variety of nusic, snacks, and a full beverage bar for
your needs."

Attila got in first. Machi ko was about to foll ow when she realized that
Li vernore Evanston was cl onpi ng back to join them

"No, no," said the big nan. "Continue. I'mafraid | have to attend to
sonet hing i medi ately, and so I'Il be riding back with M. Brookings. M.
Cordi al, would you be so kind as to take ny place in showi ng these folks
around?"

Cordi al positively beanmed. "Wy, yes, sir. And I think we'll actually be
able to hunt up a splendid tine."

"Good. Good. | will speak to you later, Noguchi, when you are confortably
situated in your quarters."

The usually affable, in-control Evanston | ooked quite preoccupied, thought
Machi ko.

She slid in beside Attila while Cordial spoke to the driver a mnute.
"Wonder what's going on," said Mchi ko.

Attila wore a puzzled, worried expression. "I heard a few of the words."
"Wl ?"

But then Cordial was back, all snmles and goofy good cheer, and they were
off on their tour, their guide yak-yak-yaking away.

Chapter 9

Evanstonville was clearly nore a settlenment than a real city; however, it
was spread out over a wi de area, and there were many |large and architecturally
interesting buildings. It was set in a beautiful valley beside a neeting of
two rivers. Trees and grass and plains surrounded it, green and vibrant.

As they drove along a road that crossed one of the rivers via a |lovely



ol d-fashi oned bridge, Cordial explained that rather than allow his own city to
grow i n a haphazard fashion, Livernore had, with the hel p of experts, planned
t he whol e thing out beforehand. Vital pieces-spaceport, essential roads,

bri dges, quarters and residences, storage places and parks-had been set in
first, and as tine and tide allowed, and actual colonists cane to |live and
work on the world, the place would grow in a preordai ned and cont ai ned
fashion. In this way there would be an aesthetic to every part of the city
when in the fullness of tinme it was conpl et ed.

They drove past fountains and gardens and spectacul arly desi gned buil di ngs,
many of which were just under construction. After viewing the city hall and
mai n hotel, Machi ko had to allow that she was inpressed. There wasn't just
noney goi ng on here, there was taste.

Then they stopped at a duck pond in the central park, and she had to
reconsi der.

Not that the park wasn't beautiful. It was. As centerpiece to the entire
settlenent, and to the future masterpiece city, it was already gal axy cl ass.
Al'l manner of trees and grass and flowers and ot her bl ended botani cal wonders
were scul pted into a paradisal vision of nature, conplete with rolling fields
and swoopi ng copses, glimering streans and waterfalls, pretty ponds, and in
the very middle, a splendid | ake stocked with fish and graced with a
col lection of the greatest variety of Earth ducks and swans and ot her
wat erfow that Machi ko had ever seen

"Very nice," she said

"Rather like an interesting Wstern version of a Japanese garden, don't you
think?" said Attil a.

M. Cordial beanmed with the conplinents. "I think that all sorts of
i nfl uences can be seen in this park."

"Well, | wouldn't go that far, Til," said Machiko. "I mean, where's the Zen
garden, for instance?"

"Pardon?" said Cordial, brow furrowed.
"Zen garden. You know, sand, rocks, contenplation. Meditation!"

Cordi al whi pped out an el ectronic notebook, made a quick gathering of
jottings. "An excellent notion. I'll nake the suggestion. And pl ease, any
other thoughts . . . we'd appreciate them"

"Can we get out of the car and enjoy the fresh air by the | ake?" said
Machi ko.

A frown fromCordial. "Well . . . actually, there are other things you
shoul d see, and we should be getting on."

"Nonsense. W need to stretch our |egs, don't we?"

"Yes. After all, doesn't this vehicle nake these stops? | nean, it is a
stretch lino, isn't it?"

Cordi al |aughed. "Well, don't we have a sense of hunmor? Very well, but only
for a few mnutes."

"I"'d like to take a | ook at sonme of these species of waterfow ," said
Machi ko as she got out. "You rmust have sone sort of genetic and cloning



bi ofactory here as well."
"I ndeed, indeed. One of the features | was going to point out."

Amid the fresh floral and water snells, the sweet of grass and the sour of
turned soil, they strolled down to the edge of the | ake. Machi ko produced a
handf ul of crackers that she'd taken fromthe snack bin, gave sone to Til, and
t oget her they soon had a flock of the things feeding and fluttering before
t hem

"ldyllic," pronounced Attil a.

"Mbst disciplined," said Machi ko. "And very interesting. | think I've
al ready got a few questions I'd like to ask M. Evanston."

"Ch, I'mquite equipped with answers."

"No, | think I'll just use themfor conversational fodder wth our
enpl oyer, if you don't nmind."

"OfF course not. Now perhaps we should be-"

"Say, look," said Attila, pointing to a rise just beyond the | ake. "Another
touring party?"

Machi ko | ooked. She wasn't equi pped with Attila's tel escopic vision, but
Cordi al had supplied her with a pair of opera glasses to enjoy sone of the
scenery. She picked these up and exam ned the new arrivals.

They were a group of six nen, all wearing stylized canoufl age coveralls.
Bi g hats and enornous goggl es covered their eyes, and shoul der pads nade t hem
all 1ook uniformy nasculine and powerful

"How peculiar. Wo are these nen, Cordial ?" asked Machi ko.
"Quests."
"Ah! So these are sonme of the rich nmen who've cone to hunt."

Cordi al nodded. "That is correct. Now, the linb is waiting, and there's so
much nmore | want to show you."

Machi ko put her glasses to her eyes.
"Wait a minute," she said. "These guys have guns."

"Shotguns, fromthe | ooks of them" added Attila. "How curious. Sone sort
of display of macho power. | al so see holsters and bandoliers of ammunition."

"Yes," said Cordial with a forced cheeriness. "W of Hunter's Wrld work to
create an anbi ence of inmagination and virility. Longtime synbols of power are
utilized to create a sense of security and self-confidence in our guests. W
al so create exercises to prepare our guests for |larger, nore dangerous hunts
and---"

"They're throwing bread to the ducks and swans," reported Attila. "They
seemto be gathering in great nunbers."”

"What -feeding the birds is some sort of good-luck ritual before safari?
I've never heard of that," said Mchiko.

"Not exactly. This park, uhm serves nmany purposes, all calculated to bring



on various noods and satisfactions. In fact, if you'll just acconpany ne
around to the other end, I'lIl show you sonething very interesting, sonething
that--"

A gigantic, echoing blast interrupted his words.

O her blasts foll owed.

Machi ko swiveled to see what was goi ng on

"Goodness, " said Attil a.

"Ha ha," tittered Cordial nervously. "Just a display of high spirits anong
our guests."

Ka- bl am ka blam ka-blam

The nmen had lifted their guns and ai med them point-blank at the |arge
gathering of birds trustingly partaking of the bready offerings. Now nany of
t hese ducks and such were just clouds of broken feathers and down,
interspersed with a fine nmist of blood and bone. Ruined duck bodies |ay
spramed in the gory water. A flutter of wi ngs took to the sky.

VWhoops of joy.
Bl oodt hirsty success.
Ka blam ka blam ka-blam

Fl ame and snoke poured from shotguns, and hard nmetal pellets shattered
through a dozen nore bodi es.

The massacre was truly sonething to see, a Fourth of July of excess. As the
shots ended and the ducks that had escaped flew away pell-nell, Machi ko found
hersel f gaping. The manly nen were stonping around the flesh-and-feather
detritus, laughing and cl appi ng each other on the back

The yautja had never done anything like this. Their prey were always
hunters t hensel ves. For food they woul d take down prey, yes-but never in such
a di sgusting display.

Machi ko found herself sick to her stonach

"My goodness," said Attila. "It seens a little excessive, doesn't it? And
the waste!"

"Ch, the |l ab-and-factory folks can whip up nore, | quite assure you."

"But the mess . . . hardly idyllic."

"A nonmentary thing, | assure you," said Cordial. "Look-the service robots

axe already coming."

A number of robots-true robots, of the servo-sort, of plastic and gl ass,
wal do arns, and visible gears and equi prent appeared as though magically,
hustling down on this barbaric scene. Quickly, the brave hunters picked up a
few of the | ess-damaged birds for souvenirs and then |let the robots deal with
the rest. They set off for further park adventures, bloody and happy, tilting
fl asks and singing songs.

"Truly, where else in the gal axy can such exerci ses be di scovered?" said
Cordi al . "Now perhaps another side of the park, and then on for the rest of



the tour."

"Mnd if ny android and | take a little walk al one around the | ake?" said
Machi ko.

Believe it or not, she thought to herself, the brave huntress is feeling a
little queasy.

Cordial eyed his wistwatch. "I really do have to stick to my schedul e
and we do have excellent drugs in the car that will doubtless eradicate any
stomach or intestinal distress.”

Machi ko nodded. She'd be able to get Attila alone eventually and hear those
words that he'd heard pass between Livernore Evanston and the | awyer

But apparently not now.
"That genetic factory you nentioned?"
n Yes?ll

"The one that seens to be able to spew forth so many ducks and swans and
all that expendable plasmand life things into this world?"

"I did nention such an establishnent, didn't 1?" He sounded a little
unconfortabl e, as though he hadn't realized the creature that had exited the
bag had been a cat.

"I'f it's not too much troubl e-could we have a | ook at that during our
t our ?"

Cordi al, though obviously a bit disconforted by the request, said,
"Certainly," with some of the verve and brightness returning to his speech

Machi ko foll owed Attila back into the car

She wi shed she could talk this over with himnow, wthout the ear of this
flunky canting toward them

She didn't feel real good about this "factory" thing.

Not good at all.

Chapter 10

They drove past nore houses, sone built, sonme under construction, al
dynam cal ly engineered and brilliantly architecturally designed.

They drove past other parks, this tine noticing roving packs of guests with
guns, sone bl oody, sone not.

They drove past a nmagnificent skeletal stadium its pronise explicit in the
scaf fol di ng that encl osed the grow ng shell

Al to the acconpanyi ng gl owi ng descriptions of their guide, M. Cordial

Finally, at the very end of the settlenment, across a long field,
crisscrossed by nunerous fences, force fields, and other barriers and sentry
posts, there | ooned the nost inpressive building yet.

"Quite a building," said Machiko.



"More a conpound, don't you think?" suggested Attila when Machi ko nade this
st at ement .

"True, quite true."

In truth, there were nore buildings than one, all of different shapes and
sizes, but all were connected nunerously by catwal ks and gondol as and t ubi ngs
and what have you, nmeking it | ook |Iike sone gigantic nonadi c hanster col ony.
Machi ko coul d see peopl e wal ki ng back and forth, and a great deal of vehicul ar
activity as well. It looked Iike a lively and productive industry, peculiarly
stuck into a series of interconnected contenporary cathedrals. dass and
prismatic |light; the occasional w sp of snoke stringing into the bl ue
background of sky.

"Yes, there it is," said M. Cordial, gesturing absently. "Naturally we
can't inport the creatures we need for hunting purposes, so we grow and breed
them there ourselves. A unique and still very experinental process, | mnight
add, one that M. Evanston is watching over very carefully" He coughed. "Now,
I"msure that you're both tired and woul d Ii ke to nake yoursel ves confortable
in your quarters before the other welcomng festivities our enployer is
preparing for you." He tapped on the partition between them and the driver,
signaling himto drive past the intersection where a turn swung into the
service road of the genetic-factory compound.

"We're here,"” said Machi ko, "but we're not going to get to | ook inside?"

"I"msure you nust understand," said Cordial. "The activities inside those
buil dings are of a very sensitive and secret nature. Now, |'mcertain that M.
Evanston will allow you a tour. In fact, he probably wants to take you
hi nsel f. However, we can't just barge in wthout warning. | sincerely hope you

under st and. "
Attila said nothing.

Machi ko nodded her head. "All right," she said. But inside she still felt
bot hered. "Take us to our quarters, then."

Cordial relaxed. His entire attitude toward his guests seened to change.
Machi ko sensed danger signals being dulled. Good. That was what she was hopi ng
for.

"Thank you. | understand your curiosity, but | have ny duties.”
"Yes," said Machi ko Noguchi, unnollified.

Their bags and cl othes and other belongings were waiting for themat their
room

After all the luxury they'd experienced, the roomitself was rather plain,
one of ten lining a nondescript corridor in a brown-w apper two-Ievel
bui I di ng.

It was nore |ike a barracks than a hotel, and while Attila seened
di sappoi nted, Machi ko was nost enphatically not.

"We're hired soldiers here, in away. | think that's what Livernore
Evanston wants to renind us of." She sipped sone tea Cordial had provided,
| ooked out the wi ndow, and watched the linousinoid float away into the
di stance. The tea was iced, and it was exotic, rich, and cold; it sluiced away
sone of the stardust that had |ined her throat.



"Ckay, AH. Spill,"
The android was sitting in a chair, |ooking thoughtful
"I heard only a few words, but they were significant. | caught

“hunting trip' “all dead but ne' 'bugs'"-he cocked his head "and "ot her
hunters.'"

"That's all?

"Yes."

"Well, that's what we're here for, right . . . the bugs."
"But who brought the bugs?"

"l believe you know what I'mthinking ....
"I"ve heard your stories about Ryushi, but surely . "
"What do you think about that factory, Til?"

Attila shrugged. "Makes sense to ne. Manufacture your own lions and tigers
and bears."

"You think maybe Evanston was manufacturing bugs for hunting as well?"
"Way woul d he bring you to get rid of then®"
"Hel|! They're bugs! Sonething al ways goes wong with bugs!"”

"I don't know. Wiy would he want to play with those things when he really
hasn't even gotten Hunter's Wrld off the ground?"

"Mysteries. Secrets." Machi ko took a swallow of the slightly bitter tea,
wi nked at her associate. "I like it. Puts some spin on the ganme, eh?"

"Makes nme nervous!"

"Yes, well-it's a hell of a lot better than sitting behind sone desk
noni toring mning operations.”

"No commrent here."

Machi ko was about to ask him his opinion about the duck hunters in the park
when there was a | oud knocking on the door

Attila got up and opened it.

Standing in the hallway were two tall, broad shoul dered nmen. Each gri pped
in his big hands a keg studded with mcrorefrigeration nodes.

"Hey, now " bell owed one. "Wl conme to Project Bug Spray. |'m ex-Captain
Dick Daniels, late of the Colonial Marines, and this here's Ned Sanchez. Ned
used to work for a security firmon Earth that dealt with the things." Hs
eyes tracked fromAttila to Machi ko. "And you rmust be Machi ko Noguchi." Hi's
eyes travel ed over her firm slimbody in a taunting, hungry manner that she
abhorred. She felt herself tensing: not another one of these jerks.

n YeS. n

"Nice to neet you. We hear you're going to be heading up this operation, so



we t hought we'd cone over and introduce ourselves. Kinda been sitting around
on our thunmbs since we got here, and it's nice to know there's sone action on
the way, now that you're here.” Al said through an over famliar |leer. He had
a musky, hair-out-the-undershirt presence, and an overbearing, nuscul ar aura
that seermed to say, Let's get these formalities over with quick and then slip
bet ween the sheets, babe.

"Well, aren't you going to invite us in?" he boomed. He held up his keg.
"W brought our own."

“I"'mtired," said Machiko. "I only have a mnute."

"That'll do!"™ A big grin split the man's swarthy, Roman nosed face, and he
| unmbered in, handing the keg to Attila and offering Machiko a large, firm
handshake. He snelled of hair and beery lunch, but he had a natural power to
him reflected in the firmnuscles and the self-confident gait. H's blond hair
was tousl ed, but he was no spring chicken. It |ooked as though this guy had
been in sone heavy-duty scrapes and, fromthe scars on him hadn't cone out
unbl oodi ed. But unbowed? That was another story.

"CGot sone nmugs or sonething?" he asked. Attila went to find sonething.
"Say, you're one solid woman. You'll have sone beer with us, won't you?"
"I"'mdrinking tea."

"Ch, c'non." He turned to Attila. "Get a brew for nmy new sweetheart, wll
you, guy?" he roared off at Attila. "W don't know what we're getting into
here. Mght as well party while we can, right, angel-eyes?"

Wth no warning Daniels stepped over and put his big arm around Machi ko' s
back. She could imediately snell that he'd been drinking beer before he'd
arrived. Sonmehow his big hand wiggled down to her backsi de and squeezed her
right buttock as though testing the ripeness of a nelon. The buffoon was
| arge, probably wei ghing over twi ce as, nuch as Machi ko, and probably figured
he could get away with this kind of behavior by sheer intimdation

Machi ko barely thought about what she was doing; her reaction was
automatic. She pulled the hand away, grabbed his armby the wist, stepped
away, and with practiced ease flipped Daniels over. He | anded heavily on the
floor. Machi ko stepped on his face as she twisted his armat a startling
angl e, just short of danmge.

"Next time | break it, chum Understand?"

"Jeez. | was just joking!" objected Daniels.

"You didn't answer ny question."

"1 understand, | understand!"

She I et himgo, and he got up

Sanchez's eyes twi nkled, and there was a slight smle on his face.
"I told you to cut that kind of stuff out, Daniels."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," said Daniels, getting up and dusting hinself off.
"Quess there's a reason you're going to be in charge." He grinned uneasily.
"Can't really even say you're ny type, but 1'd park ny butt behind your
conmmand any day. Nobody's gotten the better of Dick Daniels in a long tine."



A rollicking partyer fromthe feel of him
“I"'mnot here for anyone's anmusenent, Daniels."”

"Cripes. Gve nme that beer. | sure need it now' He took the proffered gl ass
and downed a large gulp. Attila handed one to Sanchez as well

Keeping hinself well away from Machi ko, Daniels eyed Attila. "Wat we got
oursel ves another tee-total er here?"

"Not really,"” said Attila. Rather than getting into android territory,
potentially volatile if you weren't sure of your conmpany, Attila took a beer
"I generally prefer to wait until dark."

"Good nove," said Dick. "A smarter asshole than yours truly. Here you go,
Sanchez-to the pretty powerful personality we've hitched up with. | feel sorry
for the bugs."

"I'f Ms. Noguchi doesn't mind, |I'd like to try some of the beer | noticed in
the refrigerator. That's a local brew of some potency, | believe. And if |I'm
not entirely wong, it's a nutbrown ale."

Machi ko rai sed an eyebrow. "CGood call, M. Sanchez. You know your beers,
then. "

"From porter to |ager,’
roomtenperature.”

said the man easily. "My favorite is bitter. At

"An Angl ophi | e?"

"Nope. Liney bastards are just as rotten as anybody. | just like their
beer, that's all."

Ned Sanchez was sl ender, younger than his conpanion, and certainly darker
t hough there were suggestions of gray threading through his |ong black hair,
tied in a ponytail at the back of his head. He was friendly and rel axed, but
there was a hard and renpote core of reserve to this nman, and an unreadabl e
nature to his fierce, enpty black eyes. Otherwi se, he had a face like a Geek
dem god, and his beauty was not |ost upon even so jaded a soul as Machiko's.

"Sure. | don't know about roomtenperature. The tea is cold. | don't
general ly drink beer, but once in a while | enjoy sonething of quality.”

Sanchez shrugged. "I'Il live through the experience of a cold ale. Little
hot outside, anyway."

Di ck slammed his big hand agai nst his buddy's back. "Shit. Neddy and ne, we
done sone heavy maneuvers today with the guys, just funnin', you know, but
keepi ng i n shape-and he barely pops a sweat. Quick shower, and he's ready for
anot her evening of brews and babes." He straightened hinmself with feigned pain
and exam ned a fancied bruise. "I don't know, though. Maybe just an eveni ng of
brews nmi ght be safe.”

"I didn't realize this was Sodom and Gonorrah,"” said Attila dryly.

Machi ko wat ched as the android sipped at his beer, anused. Attila could
drink as much as he wanted without effect. He alnmpst literally had a "holl ow
leg." And these guys hadn't seened to realize yet he was an android. O
course, it was rare one could, unless the | aw was to have androi ds marked

and there was no such | aw here.



"What ? You gotta be kiddin' nme. You get in a bunch of rowdy and rich nen to
shoot it up during the day, and you're going to have to keep them entertai ned
at night. Pretty easy, that. Sone ganbling, sone girls and lots of drink!"

"I can spare a little tinme," said Machi ko. She felt herself relax slightly.
Dani el s's good-natured response to getting tossed on his face anmused her. A
yautja woul d have denanded i nmedi ate satisfaction of honor in a tooth-and-nai
battle to the Death. Cal mdown kid, she told herself. You've changed,
renmenber? She invited her guests to sit down. Sanchez sat quietly and
conpactly, but Daniels spraw ed out over the couch, feet up on the coffee
table, conpletely at home. "How | ong have you been in town?" Machi ko asked.

"A whol e three days," said Daniels. "W've got ourselves a conpany of about
fifteen total now, including you." He belted a | augh, then a | ong sw g of
beer. "And let ne tell you, | never did see such a mangy collection of msfits
innmy life."

"Ch? I'mpretty inmpressed so far by you two."

"Us? Oh, yeah. M nd you, we've all got the experience and pedi gree and what
have you, and | guess we've all seen our share of action. |I'mjust generally
tal ki ng about the social |evel of the other guys. Mercenaries. Real pigs." He
opened his nmouth and let |oose a long and satisfying belch w thout excusing
hi msel f. Then he took another drink

"Did we cone for a tiddledy-w nks tournanent?" Mchi ko asked.

"Well," said Attila, "perhaps tiddl edy-wi nks and tea." Dick Daniels |ooked
at Attila for a noment, nouth open. Then he started | aughing, and slapping his
knee. "Good. Damed good. Tea! Hey, Ned, you think that Evanston can rustle up
sonme tea for-what did you say your nanme was, guy?"

"I didn't."

"I"'msorry. | didn't introduce you. This is . . ." Machi ko caught herself.
"Attila. Oscar Attila, ny assistant and personal secretary.”

Qoviously not feeling like getting up again, Daniels assayed a brief
salute. "Howdy there, M. Attila." Ned nodded as well. Machi ko noticed that
t he handsone nman seened to be retracting even further into sone private space.
Dani el s seened to have plenty of scars on his exterior, but Sanchez seened to
have his own as well, albeit on his interior

It made her wonder about him He seenmed to resonate on sone |evel that
intrigued her. The fact that he was nerely polite to her, taking no other
particular interest in her except as the woman who was going to conmand hi m
pricked her ego slightly-and nade her wonder why.

She made a nental note to have a talk with himsonetine during this visit.
Qovi ously she woul dn't get nuch fromhi mnow, especially with Daniels
i ngenuously cl oggi ng the airwaves.

Still, with the man so freely dispensing information, she figured she
shoul d probably tap what she coul d.

And, as always, nen tal ked nore when they had a boot f ul

"You know, Dick," she said, smling, "I once knew a guy who reni nded ne of
you. "

"Ch. How so?"



"Big. Brave. Strong and obviously a man of the universe, as it were. |
admired that man a lot."

Dani el s responded with a cocky grin and a pleased tw nkle of the eye. The
approval he'd so desperately wanted was his, offered on a satin pillow

"One big difference."
Doubl e take. "GCh? Wat ?"

"He drank a lot nore beer. And a lot faster. He'd have that beer done by
now. "

"Sheeee---it," said Daniels. "I'mjust sippin', to be polite."
The gauntlet clearly thrown down, Daniels smirked. Refilled his nug.
Upended.

The renmai nder of the liquid, at least a pint and a half by Mchi ko's
estimation, slid past his big, bobbing Adamis apple, very little indeed
sl oppi ng over his lips and rolling down his cheeks, or snorting up his nose.

Dani el s cl apped down the |arge nmug, red-faced but satisfied. "There you

go.

"I amtruly inpressed." She was indeed. Wthin nonents the man's face was
noticeably redder. "My other friend didn't drink that fast."

Anot her burp interrupted the conversation

Machi ko si pped her own drink, pursing her lips thoughtfully . . . and then
t hought, What the hell, let's go for it.

"W seemto be alone,"” she gestured around inclusively. "W can tal k now.
W seemto be a bunch of pretty powerful troubleshooters. Wiat seens to be the
troubl e?"

Daniels blinked a little blearily, accepting the next cup fromAttila.
"Crap. The bastard didn't tell you?"

"Let's just say |'mnore interested in what he told you."

"Fuckin' bugs. That's what the trouble is. That's the biggest trouble I've
heard of on all these planets."” Daniels devel oped a slightly gray pallor
"Fuckin' bugs. Don't know how the hell they got here. Only w th bugs, you
never do, do you?"

"And that's the only trouble?"

"Far as | know. . . . Ch, shit well, there's the hunters, the rich
asshol es who think they know which end of a gun the bullet or whatever cone
out of. Evanston knows he's going to have sone accidents, which is why he sets
"emup with training and i nsurance, even though right now he's not legally
bound for nothin'. Nope, there's plenty enough trouble not to buy any, 'l
tell you."

"No sign of other kinds of "iffy' activity? Any other kind of trouble?"

Daniels, for the first time, |ooked concerned. "Hey, lady. Aren't the bugs
enough? Shee-it. |'ve been in all kinds of action. And bugs are the worse."

"But you're willing to face them again," said Machi ko.



"For the noney we're getting, and the treatnment? Not really"” The affable
| ook was still gone, replaced by a startlingly sober expression for one
getting into a drunk. "Look, this ain't just for the nmoney. | guess the truth
is, Evanston's offerin' ne a home. A goddammed family. This pirate | ooked at
forty a long time ago, and it's about time to comnmt to a goddammed bar st ool
Eh, Ned?" He el bowed his conpanion, his good nature again suffusing his face.

Ned just shrugged. "We all have our reasons."

"That's damed right. And I'd like to know if yours are any different."
"Evanston got nme out of the Conpany."

Dani el s rai sed his eyebrows. "Really?"

The [ ug seened honestly interested. Machi ko found herself relaxing even
nor e

"l don't know about family, | don't know about hone .... VWat | do know is
that this is better than pushing papers. Wuld you agree?"

There wasn't a fighting person who wouldn't agree with that. No reason that
Machi ko had to hide anything with these guys.

"Sure," said Daniels. "But, hell, I got my fighting experience in the
Marines, and Ned here's been after the bugs all his life. Were' d you get your
experience?"

"Wll, I"'ma trained martial-arts expert, and | did tine in officer's
school -and | dealt with the bugs on a planet called Ryushi," said Mchiko.

Dani el s's nout h dropped. "Dam! Isn't that the planet where nearly
everybody got w ped-"

"Not this body"

Dani el s said nothing. He seenmed to be trying to grope with sonething, |ike
coughi ng up sone ot her nenmory he had on the subject. He didn't seemto be
successful, so he just took another chug of beer instead.

A flicker of interest grew in Ned Sanchezs eyes.

There was a knock on the door. "Hey. Guys. W hear noise. Wat's going on
in there? A party?" The voice was thin, whiny, and annoying.

Dani el s sl apped his face. "Jeez, it's Lou MacCraken. He can snell fun a
kil oneter away and then comes to ruin it for everyone. Don't let himin, M.
Noguchi . "

"I's he one of the troubl eshooters?"

“"Yep. And if there's no trouble, he'll attract it."

"Then | should nmeet him"

She told Attila to open the door. Atall, gangly man came in with a big
wide smile and a long nose. He had a shorter, curly haired Neopolitan sort

with him who already had a bulb of beer in his hand. Introductions were nade.
MacCraken's friend' s name was M shka Mari no.

"dad to neet you," said Machi ko. "Wuld you |ike a beer?"



"No. | don't drink," said MacCraken, eyes shining with a kind of goofy
glee. "G ve Marino sonething, though. He drinks."

"Only with one hand, Lou

"That's so he can grab the guys. And the gals. Right, Marino? Better watch
out, Ms. Noguchi. You're his type. You're all his type."

Marino rolled his eyes as MacCraken cackl ed a hi gh-pitched | augh

Machi ko cringed a bit and | ooked over to Daniels as though to say, You're
right; where did Evanston get this geek?

Still, this manic guy was entertaining if you didn't take himtoo
seriously, and the conversation progressed. Wth the right questions Machi ko
drew out sone little essentials about Evanstonville and Livernorel and that
only a few days' stay could have obt ai ned.

For one thing, not only had Evanston hired a great many workers and started
up a col onist novenent to this planet, he had sonehow tapped the resources of
the corporation in terns of expertise, just as he had done with Machi ko. There
were apparently a good many "four eyes" here-a Marine bit of slang for
technici ans and scientists. Many of them Daniels said, worked in the factory
and really didn't mix nmuch with the rest of the conmunity.

Machi ko tried to milk themall for nore information about that factory but
cane up totally dry. These guys hadn't even gotten close to the thing, nor
were they particularly interested in doing so. They were obviously thrilled
with their jobs, not so nuch because of the bugs, who obtained the unhealthy
respect they deserved, but because of the environment here and the perks
i nvol ved.

They tal ked about the other people who' d been selected. Al seened to have
sim | ar backgrounds: soldiers of fortune nostly, experience wi th bugs, a
mercenary bent with an inclination to settle down in a place that had its
share of thrills and excitenment Evanston nust have prom sed thema place in
his structure here, just as soon as the little problemwas gone. QGuides.
Battle technicians. Sinulators. Watever. This was just their kind of place,
no question---a paradise for nen with a trade in violence, who hankered for
some peace of mnd.

"I look forward to neeting the others,"” said Machi ko finally.

"“Should | round them up?" asked Lou eagerly, excess energy radiating from
hi m

"Uh-no. No, | confess that-ah M. Attila and | are a bit tired. And |
al as, have had ny share of beer already Tonorrow Formally It's been great
neeting you guys informally, but let's just call it a day, all right?"

"Sounds good to me," said Daniels, getting up and scratching his butt.

"One | ast question, though,"” said Machiko. "It would seemthat the bugs
woul d be perfect hunting material, the ultinmte experience. Do you think naybe
Evanston planned to use themthis way, and they got out of control ?"

Dani el s rai sed an eyebrow. "Wth all respect, ma'am anyone who hunts bugs
for sport has either got to be crazy, suicidal-or maybe just a little buglike
t hensel ves. "

From the nmouths of |unbering bruisers, thought Machiko.



They bade their adieus and filed out to find whatever other fun they could.
Ned Sanchez was the |ast one.

"M . Sanchez," said Mchi ko, putting a hand on his arm

"Ned woul d be fine," he said easily, his dark eyes unreadabl e.

"You don't talk much. | get the feeling you m ght know nore about this
operation than the others."

Hi s face remmi ned expressionless. "I get the feeling you know nore than al
of us conbined. "

She shrugged and | et him go.

But the parting seenmed inconplete. She wanted to know nore of what this man
knew. She wanted to know nore about Ned Sanchez, peri od.

Chapter 11
You' ve been holding out on nme," said Attila above the whir of the bl ades.
"Ch?" She adjusted her headset so she could hear himproperly. "How so?"
"You never told nme you could fly a copter.”

She shrugged. "The way they nake these things these days, it only takes a
couple of engraminprints, sone virt/real |essons, and then sonme hands-on."
She smiled at him "I bet we could just plug a new programinto you and you
could do it, too. Fact, | bet you could do it right now " She pushed a button
The steering wheel cane off and she handed it to him

He | ooked al arnmed for a nonent, and then he handed it back. "Ha ha ha. It's
on automatic, isn't it?"

"dad to see | haven't |ost ny sense of hunor?" she said.

"Actually, I'mglad you haven't lost control of this craft!" Even though he
didn't have the right sort of circulatory system it was clear that Attila was
white knuckling the ride. She didn't blane himat all. She was swoopi ng around
a bit too much. Well, she'd keep the grav copter on a steady keel for a while.

It was the afternoon of the day after they had arrived on this world, and
al ready they were out |ooking for trouble.

Machi ko had requisitioned the vehicle that norning. Evanston had advi sed
agai nst | ooking over the terrain quite yet, but he'd been too busy catching up
on other affairs to give her any real orders, so she'd talked himinto at
| east letting her take a | ook at the surrounding environs, to get a feel for
the lie of the |and.

The ot her troubl eshooters were out on maneuvers. She and Attila had joi ned
thembriefly. She'd nmet them but hadn't said nuch. They were pretty nuch as
Dani el s had said: worn nercenaries, |ooking for a honme. She'd given themthe
usual patter: good to neet you, let's get this job done and done right, blah
bl ah bl ah. Fortunately, her enthusiasmwas real. Al this was so nuch better
than tapping input into a conputer and riding herd on corporate mning
nonsense.

And the possibility that she'd be dead next week, acid rotting out her
brain? All the sweeter, because of the sharpened sense of life that she felt



now.

They were in tree territory . . . alien trees, a kind of deciduous rain
forest with large patches of plains and rivers. Wld, wild, with herds of
native creatures glinpsed here and there and bright, vivid colors poking
t hrough the general green and brown.

"I wonder what kind of ecologists Evanston hired," said Attila.

"You think he's thought that far ahead?"

"Ch, yes, he would have to. There's no need to terraformthis place, but
its life-forms are conpl ex enough to take great consideration, especially if
he's introduci ng new species."

"He's probably got a ot nmore on his nind now than just that."

"Probably. Nonethel ess, he was tal king about settling this whole planet-"

"He's nost likely not too worried, since he's only settling a continent at
a time. This one he figures he can ness up."

"A shanme. It looks quite nice the way it is."

"I think that's the idea. A whole island continent for hunters to joyously
plunder, free fromrestrictions and rules."

" Par adi se. "
"O hell."
"Depends on your point of view"

Machi ko t hought for a while as the verdant |and swept under the rotors and
body of the copter.

"Til, something' s going on here, sonmething nore than Evanston's told us
about," she said finally.

Attila nodded. "I think we should talk about that. Put the pieces together

"I'"malnost afraid to."

"l don't know. "

"Sure you do. It's that gift-horse phenonenon."
"Yeah. But still-it's better than where | came from"
Attila sniffed. "W'l|l see about that."

"What, you want to go back?"

"I didn't say that. I'mjust performng ny function."
"What ? Being a goddammed stick in the nud?"

"No. Being sonmeone you can bounce ideas off of. Still, I"'mentitled to ny
ni ons, right?"

op

"I can think of a few other things to bounce off of you at this nonent."



"You'd be so lonely without ne." He smled. Needling was such a gentle
revenge. Machi ko knew that deep down in his masochistic heart, Attila was
rather enjoying it. Truth was, he was probably just wondering if he'd have to
actually transformall that theory he was brimring with into practicality-and
if the wise sage would get reduced to rubble in the process.

"Well, nothing untoward so far on sensors. You wouldn't have noti ced
anyt hing, would you, with your special little nodes?"

"“A great many things, but nothing that sends needles into the red."

"We'll just bank and take a | ook at the northwest quadrant awhile and then
go back, okay?"

Attila nodded. "Fair enough.”

The android didn't seemin a real hurry to get back to the fun and ganmes of
Evanstonville; he was just clearly not thrilled with being aloft, flying over
unknown territory.

The wild | and swept bel ow them a verdant carpet of nysterious life.
Machi ko perused it in silence. Such a huge area. How coul d they possibly hope
to find any sign, any clue of what was going on there in just a quick field
trip?

Nonet hel ess, they did.

She was about to call it a day when Attila spoke up. "I hate to admt this,
but I see sonething.”

"Wher e?"

He gave her the navigational reading, and she checked it on her scope.

Activity in a clearing.

Smal |t hings.

Bi g thing.

"Whoa!" she said, pulling up short and hovering for a nonent. She thought
about it and then lowered to a position still within sight of the scene, but

far enough away not to attract undue attention. Then she punched up sensor
screens and thunbed her tel escopic step-ups.

"It's some kind of big |lizard being attacked by smaller creatures.”

Attila nodded "I can't tell what kind, and | can't see what the creatures
are."

"I have a suspicion. And if they're what | think they are, | don't want to
go hovering around in that area." She pointed down to another adjacent plain.
"I'"ve got to have a | ook, though.™

"I was afraid of that," said Attila. "Can't we just zip over and take sone
pi ctures?"

She shook her head. "If they're what | think they are, they' |l know we know
about them and |I'mnot sure that's good."

"Better to be safe than sorry."



"And what is know edge and the val ue of surveillance and intelligence?"
“Power," Attila said in a small voice

"Exactly."

They | anded.

"I want you to stay here," she said.

"Look, | may act truculent, but ny job is to be by your side."

"I appreciate that, Attila. However, | need you here to keep the engines
going in case we need a speedy takeoff."

"Perhaps | should go and reconnoiter and you can stay here."

"What? And let ne miss all the fun? Besides, you're the reluctant one,
aren't you?"

"Perhaps | amthe careful one."

"Precisely. And | appreciate that. Sonetines, though, there are things that
have to be done. And, Attila, this is sonething | have to do. This could be
the key to everything."

"You coul d get yourself Kkilled, too.

She shrugged. "Obviously. | also could have fallen out of ny bureaucratic
chair back on Dullworld and broken nmy neck. Now keep things revved up here. |
won't be |ong.,

She grabbed the canera, a blaster, and a weapons belt and hopped out of the
copter, giving the rotors a wide berth. Qickly she |oped up the grassy knol
separating the fields and then skul ked through a | arge copse of trees. She was
glad the copter was quiet; if the subjects of her quest here were as invol ved
as she thought they were, they wouldn't have noticed the copter at its
di stance. She supposed t hey shoul d have gotten just close enough to get a nake
on themand split. However, somnething deep inside her wanted sone action
wanted to get closer. Was she being reckl ess? She thought not. There was
sonet hi ng nore down here than could be recorded through a tel escopic |ens.

And she had to see it for herself.

She made her way through the trees and underbrush, finally com ng out
through a glen to a perch above the clearing. Hal fway through she began to
hear the sounds of a npbst peculiar battle. Roars and snarls and cries. She
could snell blood and conflict in the air.

She | ooked out.

Standing on its hind legs in the slight valley below |unging and sl ashing
at its attackers, was a thirty-foot-tall beast with a tail the size of a large
tree, teeth and claws the size of butcher knives.

The attackers were ten yautja.

They coul d have been nmenbers of her old pack. But, then, Predators had no
particularly variable fashion consciousness. They pretty much all wore the
sane kinds of clothing and arnor. They were using spears and other nanua
weapons to deal with the creature, although a couple stood in the background
with plasma pushers. This was a baiting gane, clearly, not particularly in the



real m of honor abl e.

She' d sonehow expected to see Predators here and was gl ad that her hunches
were paying off. It was good to have that know edge. However, the beast
provi ded the biggest surprise.

She'd never seen it before. She recognized it from books.
It was a tyrannosaurus rex.

So that was one of the things that the big DNA factory had been up to. It
made a | ot of sense. She'd heard that the biotechnol ogy was available to bring
back nonsters of the past not just fromold DNA, but fromactually building
DNA patterns according to specifics. She had just never seen it in use before.

Hard to inmagine it done on a nore dramatic | evel

This was a ferocious beast, carnivorous savagery gleanming in its beady
eyes. Blood rivuleted fromcuts in its side and front, and a spear poked from
its neck. However, all those pricks and nicks seened only to have enraged it
further.

The Predators appeared to be actually on the verge of retreating-or of
using their stronger weapons. Clearly, they had bitten off nore than they
coul d chew.

She took out sone binocs to have a closer |ook. Ranged it over the warriors

And st opped on one.
Ch, God.
Shorty.

She tried to correct the focus, but it was sharp as a pin. Alittle bigger
alittle nore battered, but all the arnor and other visuals aligned-this was
the Predator who hated her.

Too bad she couldn't have killed hi mwhen she had the chance.

VWhat was nore, he seened to be gesturing and carrying on as though he were
in charge, orchestrating this odd exercise agai nst the dinosaur. And not
having a very good tine, fromthe | ooks of it.

They were going to have to kill the beast, no question, and then i ol ate
it or sonething; presumably the Hunters were operating secretly here, just as
they al ways had on popul ated pl anets, and they woul dn't want their presence
known. Shoul d Evanston find one of his T-rexes dead froma spear wound (or
bl aster burns), he'd certainly have a better take on the nysterious things
happeni ng on his world.

Her mind was spinning with conjecture and specul ation

So much so, that she hardly heard the sound of the | eaves rustling, the
snappi ng of a tw g.

Nonet hel ess, sonethi ng deeper alerted her: a rising of her hackles, a
deeper instinctual alarm

She turned and saw the Hunter behind the tree.



Instantly, she realized how | ucky she'd been. Doubtless, if they'd realized
they woul d have had to deal with intelligent prey, they would have worn their
cl oaks. This bastard mi ght have sneaked right up on her

But then again, after living with them after working with them she rather
doubted it.

Anyway, it gave her warning. The fact that he wasn't there to nmake friends
was i medi ately apparent. He had his own blaster and was raising it to fire.

She was fast with her own, but not fast enough.

Nonet hel ess, at the same time, she was able to junp back and away. The edge
of the jagged spout of energy caught the bore of her own weapon, and she |et
it go. It slanmed against a tree and expl oded. She rode the force, tunbling
down a hill. Leaping to her feet, she used the nonmentum of her fall to give
her a head start.

By the tinme the Predator swung around to shoot at her again, she was well
away, running through a batch of tree boles.

She weaved hel ter-skelter
Dodged.

Bar k expl oded next to her. She could feel the burn of the weapon's bl ast
but did not take a nonment to | ook back. She dived behind the bole of another
tree, careful not to allow the vines growing at its base to inpede her. Just
down the glade, sunlight poured through an opening that she'd conme through to
get her view of the proceedings on the other side of the hill. If she could
get through there, she'd have a clear run for the copter. Attila, seeing her
com ng, would be ready to take off immediately, and they'd have a chance ....

She | eaped down the hill.
Ran into the clearing.
Al'l the while behind her she heard the sounds of crashing pursuit.

She wondered if she should stop and make her stand. She had a pistol, and
she coul d hide behind a tree. If worst cane to worst, she could use the knife
in her boot. The Hunter had a blaster, and even if they got off the ground,
theoretically he could take a successful shot and destroy them bot h.

One of Machiko's talents was for quick, good decisions. Had she still been
running with the pack, had she still been in that honor-is-everything franme of
m nd, doubtless she woul d have spun around and attacked her attacker

However, her gut instinct was that her best hope for survival was to run
for the copter.

Besides, life was just getting good.

She broke through into the clearing, began running for her life. Mchiko
noted to herself that next tine she went on one of these little jaunts, she
was going to bring along a radio unit. She just hadn't intended to | eave the
copter-this was supposed to be only a quick reconnai ssance. Anyway, she had to
live nowwith the realization that she couldn't contact Attila.

Wi ch was unfortunate, in light of the fact that when she storned down that
ridge pell-nell, there was no sign of copter or Attila.



She hardly paused. She kept on running. Across the clearing were nore woods
and cover. |If she could make that, there was a chance.

The t hought pounded in her head, though

What happened to Attil a?

A blast ripped a fiery divot just to her right side. She zigzagged, dodging
any other burst. In doing so she caught sight of the Predator, pounding into
the sunlight, arnmed and ready for anything. Hardly a sight fiercer in the
uni verse, and this was no ground on which to fight the bastard.

Her |ungs aching, she hurled herself toward her objective.

She expected to feel the blast of a bolt in her back at any nonent. No, she
t hought. No, canme the voice of the warrior in her

Better to neet death head-on
Chal | enge.

She wouldn't make it to the other side of the clearing. This guy would be
too good a shot. She had to rely on sonething she knew wel I -

The warrior's ego.

Standing in the open, seem ngly unarned, she doubted the Predator would
kill her.

Not wi thout allowi ng her a fight.
Unl ess, of course, things had changed, which didn't seemlikely.
She was just in the act of turning when she heard an expl osion

Her instinct slamed her down onto the ground imedi ately, but her
peri pheral vision caught the action

The top of the Hunter's body sinply blew apart in a gale of fire and bl ood.
Shards of armor and |inbs and skull and bone went every which way, as if a
ri pe netal punpkin had just expl oded.

The remai nder of the body teetered, fell.

Machi ko hit the dirt, rolled. The taste of rich | oam and bl ood was in her
nout h, but she hardly noti ced.

A famliar whooshing

A dark form swooped down toward her

She raised her pistol but then lowered it.

The grav copter lowered itself, drew even with her. The door flapped open

She didn't need an invitation

She junped, catching hold of the |adder and quickly pulling herself up and
over the lip of the door. In a flash she was into the passenger seat, the door

cl osed behi nd her.

Attila pulled the vehicle up and over the tops of the trees, headi ng back



for Evanstonville.
"Are you all right?" he asked, hands steady on the controls.

"Yes . . . yes." She shook her head and shot a | ook back at the biologica
wr eckage. " How ?"

"I hadn't realized it before, Machiko, but this copter seens to be very
well arnmed. That little exhibition, for exanple, was the result of a
first-rate rocket |auncher."

She took a deep breath. They'd already junped a goodly distance. Some of
t he adrenaline was seeping out of her, replaced by surprise.

"Attila, | didn't know you could fly a copter.™

"“An unexpl ored area of ny programming. Wen | detected the fracas in the
woods, | assuned you would return, nost likely pursued. | thought it would be
best to reach a firing point at which | would be able to deal with a nmaxi nmum
of pursuers.”

"CGood choice. | thought you'd left ne."

The self-satisfied ook on Attila's face nelted. "Machi ko. | would never do
such a thing."

"No. No, of course not. |I'msorry. Thanks. Good nove. Now | et's get back to
hone base."

"To confront Livernpre Evanston on this matter?"

"No. We've got to give the situation sone thought first." She renmenbered
then to buckle her harness. "The Hunters are doing their bug thing-but why
her e?"

Chapter 12

It seens obvious to nme," said Attila the Hun, lying on the bed in a rel axed
stat e.

Machi ko Noguchi stopped her pacing. She |ooked at her android warily. Since
that little flying stunt a couple hours before, she was seeing himin an
entirely different |ight.

She knew he'd had a "life" before she'd bought him She didn't know about
the prograns that still existed inside him Wat other residues of past
tal ents, past nenories, existed? Attila insisted that he had no nenory of
being able to do what he did-at the time his sensors detected trouble,
sonet hing had just kicked in, and he'd had access.

Thi s was sonething they would have to expl ore.
For now, though, there were other matters to attend to.
"I"'mglad. Wuld you care to enlighten ne?" she said, hands on hi ps.

"You'll have to pardon ne, but |I'mnerely operating on what you tell ne
about the Hunters--your tales of your experiences with them"

"Yes, yes, go on."

"Well, it strikes ne that they' ve got a fairly sinple ganme plan. They |ike



to find likely opponents, likely places to performtheir rituals of honor
And, frankly, think about it Blior is perfect. If their lives are the fera
art they consider them then for Predators this nust be a masterpiece planet."

"A what ?" Machi ko asked.

"Mast erpi ece planet. It sounds as if Ryushi was being used as a training
ground for young Hunters."

She nodded. "Bl oodi ng."

"That was their apprentice work, then. \Whatever the word has cone to nean
since then, a "masterpiece' used to be the article a craftsperson nade to earn
his or her master status. Blior is the place Hunters may earn “~nmaster' status,
in effect.”

She nodded. "Yes, well, that's pretty obvious. But go on for a nonent. Any
ot her thoughts?"

"Yes. The reason it's a nmasterpiece planet is that there's nothing the
Predators like to Hunt better than other hunters .... It's the ultimte
chal | enge, right?"

"That's right. Unlike our race, they won't Hunt “innocent' things-except
possi bly food."

"A noble breed." Sardonic tw st of phrasing. "Anyway, sonehow they
di scovered the operations on Blior, and they saw what a perfect place to Hunt
it would be."

"But why bring on the bugs as well ?"

"Alittle twist, alittle spice. W can say? Perhaps this was a world
where they'd al ready Hunted bugs before, and they were just returning.”

She shook her head. "No, | don't think so. If there were bugs on this
pl anet before, there would have been a spillage. That's one of the problens
when the Preds play with the things-they get |oose and start breeding."

" Sl oppy sorts. ™"
"Let's just say that their sense of honor is a bit tunnel-visioned."
"So they're here-and they know now that we know they're here."

"I think that's what the | awer was so excited about. And unless ny guess
is wong, Evanston's got a suspicion as well."

"More than a suspicion. | nean, he has physical evidence!"

"Yes."

"He sonehow seens to know you're associated with them™

"I don't think he knows as nmuch as he strongly suspects."

"It stands to reason . . . after what happened ...."

She | et out a breath, shook her head. "The pieces still just aren't there-"

"Seens pretty pat to ne," said Attila. "He's got problens with anonal ous
intelligent creatures as well as the bugs-and he's just trying to get this



project off the ground. Can you imagine the bad publicity if word gets back to
civilization? Wiy, this business venture would be a total bust! Wo woul d want
to go hunting on a world where the hunters are the victinms? | dare say that
Evanston is a rich man, but no matter how rich he is, I'msure that he
couldn't afford a failure on this magnitude.” Attila nodded. "A man |ike

Li vernore Evanston takes tine to go get you to help, you knowit's got to be
this magni tude of inportance.”

"That does work . . . logically . . . but there's another |evel."

"Sonething intuitive?"

"Yes . . . that T-rex . . ."
"Not a curious resurrection .... ldeal, if you think of it .... Wat with
the taste for hunting as it is, | would think that resurrected di nosaurs woul d

be perfect for hunting."

"Yes, of course. I'mtalking, though, about the |evel of sophistication a
bi ol ab needs to create the size and scope of a tyrannosaurus rex!"

"You're saying that it could create a lot nore .... Wll, isn't that the
i dea? To create fantastical and wonderful creatures for rich people to shoot?"

"You're not getting the point. What else can it create? Wiy is Evanston
bei ng so secretive? Wy won't he let us ook at the inside of that big biolab
factory?"

"He hasn't refused-just his underlings."

"Well, then, | guess that's the next bit on our agenda, isn't it? W're
ng to have to ask."

go
"And if he won't | et us see what's inside?"

She smiled. "Then we'll have to find out on our own, won't we? And we'll
know t hat sonething intriguing is there."”

"OfF course. I'Il take you through the factory tomorrow norning, if you
like," said Livernore Evanston, absently tapping ash fromhis cigar. "There
are nore serious matters that have to be dealt with imredi ately, though."” The
| arge man | eaned over his intercom hit a button. "Wuld you send in Brookings
and Zorski, please?"

Machi ko had to work hard to maintain a blank expression. This wasn't
exactly what she'd expected. Attila was going to give her a great big "I told
you so" when she let go of this bit of news.

Evanston was sitting in a confortable ergononmic chair, in a confortable
snoking jacket. H's perch in his office building gave hima panoranic view of
nost of the beautiful, growi ng expanse of this fabul ous settlenment that would
soon be one of the nore wondrous cities in the universe.

Evanston did not ook his usual happy and confident self.

The t eak-panel ed door opened. A man and a wonan entered. One Machi ko
recogni zed: the man who had come up to them and tal ked to Evanston on their
arrival. The woman, though, was a different matter entirely. She |ooked |ike
t he kind of corporate sharpshooter that Michi ko was supposed to have been. A
Conmpany woman from sl eek black hair to perfectly manicured fingers.



I ntroductions were nmade and renade.
Abner Brooki ngs. Lawyer. Meet

Chel sea Zorski. Head of operations. Meet
Hel | o, Machi ko. | hope you can hel p us.

CGood to nmeet you. | did sone of the background work to dig you up. You can
just call me Chet.

"Sit down. Have a drink. Tea or coffee or harder stuff, | don't care. It's
time not just to think-tank this situation . . . it's time to take action.”
They all | ooked Iike drinking people. However, they all passed over the

anmpl e supply of liquor squatting atop a corner cabinet like a nodel of a city
of multicol ored skyscrapers.

Instead they all went for coffee.
Bl ack.

When it was steaming and aromatic before them as Machi ko took the first
few acrid sips, she studied this woman Chet Zorski

First and forenost, she was a corporate shark. Machi ko could snell that as
she walked in. It was in her perfume and shanpoo, her very breath. The shine
of her eyes, the flash of her perfect teeth. The tailored hang of her
cl othing. These people could have been rmade in biolab factories, for all she
knew, they had the perfection of pre-nopdeling about them

Zorski had a cleft chin, a square jaw, a nose as perfectly angular as could
possi bly be desired. Bright blue eyes. Wde cheekbones. A shock of black hair.
Bl and stuff in general, but the congruence gave her a sharp and feral [|ook
and the flashing of teeth made her | ook bright and hungry beneath the
snoot hness.

"W hope you're well situated,” said Evanston

"Yes."

"You've met your people," said Zorski. "Had a little dustup with one, |
hear."

"Cood for norale."”
"Absolutely. So . . . what do you think of then®"
"Motley, but they'll do."

Zorski beanmed a little at that. "Good. | thought you'd be able to | ook past
t he rough edges. | |looked for a lot of special qualities in these nen.
Experi ence bei ng paranount."

"Experience with the bugs, you nean."
Zorski | ooked at Evanston as though for perm ssion
Evanst on nodded.

"Yes. The bugs."



"Look, there're sone things we've got to tal k about-"
"Yes. It's tinme to level with you, Noguchi."

She was taken aback. There was no | onger confidence and control in
Li vernore Evanston's face. He | ooked, in fact, a bit at a loss, a bit
desperate.

Machi ko sat back in her chair, maintaining her calm hard facade. "I'm
listening."

"It's not just the bugs."” Evanston turned to Abner Brookings. "Please,
Abner . . . tell Ms. Noguchi what happened the other day." He swiveled to
deliver a sincere stare at Machiko. "Wth this caveat. As ny enpl oyee, you are
directed not to discuss this with any of our other enployees or guests. It's
of a quite sensitive nature.”

"What about ny peopl e? And ny assistant?"

"Only if absolutely necessary for the nen. However, your assistant is an
android and clearly secure.”

"l appreciate that."
"CGo ahead, Abner. It's your show. "

"Thank you. Ms. Noguchi, I'mone of the head | awers for M. Evanston. A
highly trusted enpl oyee. There are a |ot of legal things that have to be
wor ked out for this new world, of course, inits interface with the rest of
galactic civilization. That's my job. However, | also fancy nyself a bit of a
hunter. And so | take a bit of a vacation here fromtine to tine. | was on
just such an expedition a few days ago. And that's when this awful incident
happened. "

Machi ko |istened as Brookings told his story.

A safari .

I nvi si bl e attackers.

Deat h.

H nmsel f, the only survivor

When he was finished, a silence fell upon the neeting.

"M . Brookings was given a thorough evaluation by psychtechs afterward. It
woul d appear, Ms. Noguchi," said Evanston sonmberly, "that indeed we are not
the only hunters on Blior. Indeed, these other Hunters presumably alien, since
there are no extant civilizations on this planet-are the source of the bug
problemas well."

He | ooked significantly at Chet Zorski

"Yes, Machi ko. And as you ni ght have suspected, that's one of the reasons
you were selected. W believe you know who these creatures are-and how to dea
with them"

She | ooked at themall, one by one. She said nothing. Stare for stare. They
| ooked away.

"I shoul d enphasi ze," said Zorski, "that we are not prying into your past,



your background. We do not want a confession here. W are just asking for
know edge . . . and for help...."

"And for you to do your job," added Evanston.
"Or bail out and take off, as our agreenent states?" Machi ko asked.
Evanston frowned. "That's up to you."

"No, wait . . . ," objected Brookings. "I worked up the | anguage in that
contract. There's a cl ause-"

"Yes," snapped Evanston. "A clause that | took out."

"It's not as if she can really go anywhere you don't want to take her,"
said the lawer in a cold voice

"Look, Brookings, | want-need-the best we can get fromthis tal ented woman.
I told you-no goddanmm legal tricks." He snorted. "Like the |aw has that much
val ue out here."

"That's the idea. It's elastic. That's why I'mhere,” said the | awer. "To
help you formit into the shape that is best for you."

"Look, if I want to get out of this place, there are other ways than goi ng
up, " said Machi ko.

"Cent| epeopl e, gentlepeople," said Zorski, a conciliatory snile on her

face. "Please. | don't think you need to worry about M. Noguchi's enthusiasm
for this particular project. You see, | chose her very well. | think we have a
fasci nated, very enthusiastic |eader on our hands now. . . don't we, Ms.
Noguchi ?"

"Yes. Damm you." She couldn't help but snile

Br ooki ngs shook his head. "I don't understand. This is going to be
dangerous. | assure you . . . what | went through . . . These bastards are
dangerous. "

"Please, let's just say | have the feeling these aliens are old allies, old
enem es of our enployee,"” said Zorski. "And besides, she's so much better off
than she was before, under the shackles of the Conpany . . . ."

"Don't worry. |I'mhere to do a job and | intend to do it, and do it as well
as | can."

Li vermore Evanston visibly relaxed. "You can bet I'mglad to hear that, ny
dear. W need you."

"Ckay. Now you level with ne. What nore do you know about these Hunting
al i ens?"

"Much |l ess than you do, clearly," said Brookings.
Machi ko | ooked from face to face.
Al were unreadabl e.

"Well, | guess | should be grateful for what |1've gotten out of you
gentl emren. Now, thank you for your coffee. Maybe | should get ny force whipped
into shape so we can do sonet hing about scouting out this situation. Hmmm
Meantinme, |I'Il look forward to that tour of the biofactory tonorrow "



"Why are you so interested in what's going on there?" said Brookings.
"I't's just in her nature," said Zorski. "Extrenme curiosity."”

"No, | really think we're due an answer," insisted Brookings.

She didn't think she should tell the whole story, since she was sure they
weren't spilling all their beans.

"W were doing recon. Something cane up while | was checking the area.”
"You just let her |ook around?" denanded Brooki ngs.

"Yes. | gave her permission personally," said Zorski. "And after getting
the okay fromH s N bs here." She pointed playfully toward Evanston

"Well, | appreciate that but let me tell you, | saw something very
troubling ...."

"Don't | eave us dangling so," said Brookings sarcastically.

"I saw a dinosaur." She gave the creep the glare he deserved. "A
tyrannosaurus rex, to be specific."

"Ah," said Zorski. "The T rex."
"Not surprising. A big creature,” said Evanston
Br ooki ngs | ooked a bit taken aback. "But . . . those things are extinct!"

"Precisely," said Machi ko. "Which neans that biolab is doing sone pretty
heavy-duty stuff."

"Wwthat's truly big game!" said Brookings, looking a little disconcerted,
but at the same tinme excited at the prospect of actually bagging a di nosaur.

"Yes. As | told you, we want to make things interesting for our guests,"”
sai d Evanston.

"OfF course. | understand. You did explain that .... | only thought that you
m ght be manufacturing creatures of interest to these nysterious Hunting
aliens, these Predators, as it were."

Evanston was all smles again. "OF course. |'d never thought of that. And
you'd be the person to distinguish that, wouldn't you? Excellent. As | said,
"Il give you the tour nyself, to be as nuch help as possible . "

"Tonor r ow nor ni ng?"

"That's right. Tonmorrow, right after you get back from your maneuver
Machi ko?"

"What? | haven't even gone through any training with these guys!" said
Machi ko. Suddenly this business with the biolab factory wasn't a prinmary
concer n.

"You'l | do it on the fly," said Evanston. "Because tonorrow ny hired
nmercenaries are going out to scout the area where Brookings and his band were
attacked. "

Chet Zorski pulled out a nap.



Chapter 13

Bakuub, Straight Spear, stared down into the holding pen of the yautja
starship. There a kai nde anedha stal ked its prey. The bisor, a snmall doglike
mammal fromthe surface of this Hunter's Wrld, whined and barked as it
scanpered as far as it could go into the corner. The Hard Meat, a youngster
not yet a good Hunter's challenge, crept forward infinitely slowy, drool from
its secondary jaws slathering the floor, savoring its approach and kill as
much as it woul d doubt| ess savor the juices of its food.

Bakuub, however, brooded upon other matters than this |ife-and-death drana
bel ow.

Sonet hi ng was happening in the ooman settlenment. Something of great gravity
and i nmportance. The yautja named Bakuub could feel the electricity crackling
t hrough the atnosphere of this planet, and he felt entirely ill at ease.

He had sifted through the remains of the ooman Hunting party they had
killed, through their supplies and weapons, but the detritus contained no clue
as to what was being concocted by their |eaders.

The encounter with the fenale ooman while Hunting the big creature they had
di scovered, that was just as troubling as the creature itself, a nonster that
was not native to this planet. The oomans had seen the yautja. The oomans had
killed one of their nunber. How? Lar'nix'va, though he struggled hard not to
show it, was clearly troubled. Bakuub had heard tales of the fenmal e oonan
Dahdt oudi e, whom Lar " ni x"va had fought with. Surely this was not the sane one

Bakuub had wanted to do sone kind of detailed exploration of transm ssions
and emanations fromthat settlenent, utilizing what little of that sort of
equi prent they owned. The other packs Hunting now on this world had been
notified, but they did not seemas concerned as he. And he, alas, was not the
Leader here. Lar'nix'va was the Leader, and Lar'nix'va was a fool

Bakuub coul d see straight through the tarei hsan offal. A yautja like
Lar' ni xva did not have the best intentions of his people at heart. A yautja
like Lar'nixva cared not for True Aory, nerely for his own stupid anbitions.
Normal Iy this would not be troubl esone, for fools such as he were eventual ly
found out and dealt with, hoisted on their own petards. But in this ticklish
situation, with much at stake, |eadership by such a fool could be dangerous
for the yautja's cause.

Bakuub woul d have to nonitor the situation carefully. True, tendencies
toward personal anbition were rife anobng the yautja. That, after all, was a
part of their nature. Ego was a genetic as well as a cultural devel opnent in
the True Domi nators. Anbitious fools tended to get thenselves killed at an
early stage of warriorhood; however, an occasional hothead woul d advance to
Leadership and nmake a nul ch of things-a situation not considered particularly
bad, but, rather, a challenge part of the OverPath's progress. But at a
ticklish tinme like this, such Leadership was not opportune and coul d cause a
great deal of trouble.

Bel ow, Bakuub could snell the terror and urine of the prey nmamal as it
cowered. The Hard Meat slunk forward, lizard-insect evil inits every snooth
novenent. The acid snell rose frombelow, amd the offal and straw scents.
Soon it would mix with the harsh copper snell of manmmalian bl ood.

Bakuub had personally seen that the others of the flotilla were alerted to
the potential problem The Leaders of the other packs had all shown concern
and stated that they would join themin their efforts if needed. However, they



were presently in the mdst of their own particular Hunts, be they sport or
bl ooding rites, and had to see to that.

Yes, Bakuub thought. But this was nmuch nore of a problemthan anyone el se
realized. Wen Ki'vik'non had been killed by a weapon-hol di ng kai nde anmedha,
that had been bad enough. The inplications were enornous. That such a creature
exi sted neant a new and dangerous eneny for the People. Challenges were
chal | enges, and to be cherished, however, just as the arrival of the Soft Mat
amd the stars was nore than a nere chall enge, so was the advent of this super
Hard Meat.

It was a threat.

Suddenly a wave of hatred passed through Bakuub
For the Soft Meat, certainly.

But also for the Hard Meat.

Hatred was not unusual in a yautja, but generally reserved for another of
their species. Hatred for the Hunted usually neant fear

Hatred fl owed t hrough Bakuub's veins.
The Hard Meat's secondary jaws were extending.

Its claws and extensors held the bisor firmy. The progress of the
creature's dinner was pai nstaki ng and deadly.

Bakuub reached forward, hit a button. The entry lid of the cage slipped
back. Even as it did, Bakuub reached behind his back, pulled out his spear
ai med.

Wth one swift notion of his trained arm Bakuub sent the javelin downward
with blinding speed. The razor tip met with the back of the kai nde anedhas
head, driving down with such force that the upper carapace was pierced as
wel | .

Bakuub had judged well. It was for good reason that he had taken pains to
study the anatomy of the Hard Meat. He had judged his bl ow not only so that
the nexus of nerves in the thing's helnet-1ike head woul d be destroyed, but
al so so that there would be a mininumof its acid bl ood spilled.

The Hard Meat let go its prey. Shrieking, it reached back for the spear
but it was far too late for that. The angle had been perfect, an angle that
was never presented in normal conbat, and the bl ow had been swift and sure.

The creature shuddered and st aggered.

Its linbs twi sted and shivered |ike dying snakes.

Wth a final horrible screamthe kainde anmedha fl opped to the floor of the
hol di ng pen, withing out the last of its life in hisses.

Stillness descended upon the hol di ng pen. Bakuub reached out and thunbed
anot her button.

The outer door opened and a small ranp extended. A breath of outside sailed
in, rich with green life and sunshi ne.

"CGo now, " said Bakuub to the bisor. "Live. And the life you have now wil|
be the purer and nore cherished for your terror here."



The bi sor paused for only a nonent. Then it inched around the side, eyeing
the fallen Hard Meat as though it expected the creature to rise at any nonent,
and ran down the ramp to the outside.

Bakuub cl osed the door. Just as well. The Hard Meat woul d pose a
di straction, anyway, to the true task at hand. He would tell Lar'nixva that
the thing had attenpted escape. And if the fool challenged himwell, then, the
fool would die that nuch sooner, and all to the good.

Chapter 14

Tell me again why we had to | eave the omiterrain bus," said Attila,
| ooki ng around warily, his sensors doubtl ess high

"This is a maneuver, chum" said Dick Daniels, his gun tilted slightly
toward the ground, but obviously ready. "W're just lookin'" over territory.
don't think we're going to run into anything nuch."

"This is the place where the sporting safari ran into the Hunters," said
Machi ko. "We're just having a | ook, checking out the lie of the |and. And
operating as a unit for the first tine. Wich reminds me." She clicked on her
wist radio. "Unit? How are we doi ng?"

The answers ticked off one by one fromthe twenty-nenber team They'd
spread out in a wing formation, covering this open area of ground. Machi ko
could see themall, but she figured that as |ong as you had technol ogy, you
shoul d use it. Besides, she wanted to nmake sure the stuff still worked.

The sun had just lifted off the horizon, and msts were rising up |ike
noody chromatic wraiths fromvines and the yanga trees. The air snelled ripe
and yeasty with a danp chill soon to be burned off by the sun, but enough to
give early risers a shiver or two. Machiko still had the taste of good coffee
in her mouth. She savored it, as did the rest of the nmen. As Daniels had said,
"At |east the food and the drink are good on this gig."

Food, in fact, seenmed to be on everyone's nind
"So what's for lunch?" said Lou MacCraken, still yamrering away as usual

"Shit on a shingle," snarled Truck Tankerslee, a grotty short toad of a nan
with a foul nmouth, a foul mnd, but the record for the npbst bugs obliterated
of the lot of them

"Yeah," said Nick Gllespie. "Questionis, is it good shit?"

"I don't know," said Machi ko, trying to keep in the jocular nood of the
bunch. "You want nme to call back to the bus and check?"

"Good idea," said Marino, squinting into the dark below the msts. "I got a
feeling that |ooking forward to something's a good idea on this particular
m ssi on. "

Machi ko shrugged and | ooked over to Sanchez, on her right side. "Wat do
you think, Ned?"

He smled at her. "Better to think about beans
Death. | say go for it."

n' franks than | urking

"Yeah," said Daniels. "W got guys back on the bus. Mght as well have
do sonething other than sit around with their thunbs up their butts."

em



"Well, | should hope they're not preparing the food," sniffed Attila.

"Right. And |I should hope that it's sonething better than beans or creaned

chi pped beef," grunbl ed Dani el s.

"Let's check" She tapped out the nunbers, spoke into the radi o node
cking in front of her face.

st
"Yo. M chael s?"
A bit of static in her ear. Then: "Cot you."
"How s it | ook there on the bus?"

"Still all bozos here." Pause. "'Bout the sane as before. You guys just
| eft m nutes ago."

"Well, you know the saying. An arny travels on its stomach. So we were just
wondering here-what's for |unch?"

Lane M chael s | aughed. "You nmean that big ice chest they sent with us?
been wondering about that nyself. Maybe | better get that |lawer in to work on
it."

Machi ko | aughed. "You do that. Get himto do sonething other than cower in
t he back."

Abner Brookings was turning out to be sonething | ess than the Great Wite
Hunter he fancied hinself. He hadn't wanted to come along on this mssion, but
Evanston had ordered himto, so he could pinpoint for the group the exact
| ocation. Brookings at |east had the gift of a quick and snooth tongue, and
he' d persuaded Machi ko to allow himto hang back as consultant rather than
directly participate in the nmaneuvers. Hi s "inexperience," he claimed, night
hanper the operation. But, please, don't tell old man Evanston. In return he
prom sed to "have anot her | ook" at Machi ko's contract and "provide her with
free legal help." The ashen pallor of his face inforned her that this was no
act. Although he had a gun, it was clear that his enthusiasmfor weapons had
waned somewhat .

Just as well, really. Amateurs and guns generally didn't mx

"I amnot cowering at all," declared Brookings's voice abruptly. "I am
avai l abl e for consultation. And | am perform ng val uable help in guardi ng your
means of transportation back."

There wasn't a trace of irony in the man's voice, which ingratiated himto
her not a wit. "That's very kind of you. W do appreciate that effort
Now, could you both check that storage box?"

There was a nonent of silence, followed by thunmping and openi ng sounds.

M chael s canme back on-line. "Hmm Lots of cheese. Fruit. A nice ham
Crusty bread. Looks mighty tasty. | think I'll nake nyself a sandwi ch right
now'

"I think you'd better consult with M. Lawer there on the | ega
i mplications before you do that," said Machi ko, l[aughing. "But | think you'l
have a few di sgruntled conrades as well."

"Ch. Yeah. Guess that wouldn't go down too well." Dunb voice, with fake
realization.



"Right. Just stay on call, both of you. We're getting into the area where
you said you were attacked, Brookings."

"Good. Keep your line open. I'll do what | can fromhere."

Just because she was actually glad he hadn't come along didn't nmean she
couldn't rib himabout the subject. Besides, the other guys were in on the
joke. It kept things light in the face of some pretty heavy-duty danger

In fact, they were entering sone heavier growh, just as Brookings had
descri bed. Wthout focusing Machi ko coul d al nost inagi ne herself on somne
African wel d, approaching forest. However, there were no earthly |eaves that
| ooked quite like the ones that dangled in the breeze, glistening with jewel
i ke dew.

"Anything, Til?"
"Nope. No signs of bodies."

She didn't really expect any. Wien working covertly like this, the yautja
tended to take their grisly trophies and di spose of the bodies cleanly. Still
you never knew, and she actually approved of Evanston's suggestion. She wasn't
thrilled with the idea of conming up against a pack of the Hunters so soon, but
she honestly didn't expect any such contact.

Too, it was good to work with these people. On the way out they had been an
unruly lot, joking and cursing and | aughing. Now, though, they were falling
into line like a practiced crack unit. Zorski had chosen well.

"Just a minute,"” said Attila. "I'm picking up sonething

Machi ko's stonmach |urched a nonment, that faniliar surge of fear. However,
the adrenaline kick that foll owed evened her out, even thrilled her. This was
what she'd been seeking-this nonment of on-edge aliveness.

"Anyt hi ng specific?"

"Qdd. It's about sixty yards over there, anong the bush. Residual traces of
burning . . . carbon ash . . . acid ... biologic residue."

"We'd better go check it out then, eh?"

"Yeah. That would be a good idea," said Daniels. "Ned and | will take
point, if you like."

"No, just back us up. Attila knows how to use the sensor unit." The android
had an instrunent sensor pack to account for his talents, but in truth he was
relying nostly upon his internal nodes.

"Sure. Go ahead. Ned, you'd better go with them though."

"Right." The dark eyes remai ned expressionless, absolutely free of fear or
nervousness. There was, however, a flicker of sonething in themnow, a crinkle
of a smle, as though Sanchez was grateful to help out.

Machi ko felt an unfamiliar warnth in her heart at the sign. The guy liked
her, wanted to watch out for her. An instinctual nman-worman thing. Not that she
needed it; she'd watched her own ass for a long tine, but it warned her
cockl es. Maybe, just maybe, she wouldn't mnd warming his.

There m ght be sone other perks to this job.



"Al'l right," she said. "Let's do it."

The three of them weapons at the ready, noved ahead into the area that
Attila had indicated. They wal ked through weeds and brush, and the sweet snell
of bright flowers. The mi st was gone now, and the sun was fully | aunched,
chasi ng away nost of the shadows. They passed through a stand of trees into
anot her clearing, cautiously. Inmediately Machi ko's nostrils flared; a harsh
acrid snell assaulted them

“"Dam. No wonder your sensors beeped. Wat is that?"
Bur ned shel I ?

Burned insul ation?

Bur ned bl ood?

Al of them

"Over there," said Attila.

"Right. | can see it," said Sanchez.

Machi ko could see it too, poking above a clunp of grass. Sone kind of
greasy, bl ackened pile.

"Sonet hi ng dead," she said.

"Yeah, but no flies," said Sanchez.

"Correct. Presunmably this planet has other deconpositional agents.”
"I don't know. Even a bacteriumcouldn't grow in that," said Sanchez.

Machi ko stepped up to it. At first it |ooked |like the remains of sone kind
of garbage-heap fire, but then she started to discern identifying details.

"Looks like the burned remains of a bug. That would explain the acrid odor
Burned acid."

Machi ko found a stick and poked around.

"I detect netal and plastic and glass as well-" said Attila.

Machi ko poked sone nore. Overturned fused glass and bl ackened circuitry.
" Anal ysi s?"

"Too far gone to tell,"” said Attila.

"Looks |i ke sonebody threw sone equi pnent on top of a bug body, doused it
with incendiary chenicals, and then torched it," said Sanchez. "But why?"

"Sone sort of cover-up?"

"What -by the alien Hunters? To hide their presence?" said Attil a.
"That nust be it."

"On top of a bug and equi pnent ?"

"I don't know. Maybe they were hiding the equi pnent too. Maybe it was j ust
conveni ent. Maybe we shoul d take back a speci nen-"



A yelp over the radio, echoed by a real-life vocalization beyond the tree.
Then:

“Noguchi. You'd better get back here." Daniels's voice.

"Ri ght. Cone on, guys."

It could be the Predators. She steeled herself. She wasn't particularly
ready for themtoday.

But, then, was anyone ever ready for then?

They ran back. She expected to hear the sounds of battle at any second, the
sizzle of blasters through the air, the boonms of expl osions.

I nstead she saw nerely that the party had noved cl oser together, and
weapons ained toward a clunp of bush

She ran up to Daniels.

"What's goi ng on?"

"Sonmething's in there."

"Coul d be sone kind of animal."

The bushes shook. Sonething stood up, staggered out.
Weapons rai sed.

"No. Hold your fire."

The figure stunbled into a clearing. Blood. Torn clothing.
A wonman.

She gripped a gun but nmade no effort to use it. She just staggered forward.
"Stay back," said Mchi ko.

The wonman stopped. Fell to her knees.

"Thank God," she said. "Thank God you've cone for ne."

"I't's one of the dammed guests," said Daniels. "She's survived sonehow. "

"How cone you didn't go back?"

The wonman shook her head dizzily. "Don't .. . know . . . unconscious

"Well, don't just sit around gawking," said Machi ko. "G ve the | ady sone
wat er. She's probably dehydrated.”

Water was admini stered, and then a name was obtai ned.
"Petra Piezki," said Machi ko over the radio. "Ring any bells, Brookings?"
"l don't believe it .... | thought she was dead. There was this"

"Whatever. We're bringing her in. She needs nedical attention. You want to
break out the first-aid kit?"



"OF course."

Pi ezki drank sone water. Wth the help of a nman to either side of her, she
was able to wal k.

"Piezki. What did you see out there?" Machi ko asked her

"Monsters. Killers." Then she had slunped, eyes diming, as though to
escape.

"Let's get her sonme help. Atilla then we'll think about | ooking around sone
nore."

Actual Iy, Machi ko had pretty much found what she wanted to find. She'd
tested the nettle of her people and was satisfied that she had a crack troop

Anyt hi ng el se woul d be pushing things too far

They' d probably stretched their |luck far enough, and when you dealt wth
the Predators, luck was a commodity you didn't play games with

Chapter 15

You bastard: You left ne!"

"Piezki! | thought you were dead."

"That's a lie! You left ne out there to die!"

Bef ore Machi ko could do anything to prevent it, the seemngly weak Piezk
| urched from her slunped position at the canpsite and | unged across toward
Abner Brookings. Her thick hands cl anped around Brooki ngs's neck, and she
began to throttle the | awer, shaking himviolently.

"You left me! You left ne!"

Br ooki ngs' s eyes bugged. The surprise of the attack had caught him off
guard, but he was not a defensel ess or weak man. Wth one great heave he
pul l ed Petra Piezki off her feet and then slammed her into the netal side of
the ground craw er.

Pi ezki's hands lost their grip. Her eyes rolled up.

She slid down the side of the bus, unconscious.

"Ch, great," said Machi ko. "She's going to tell us all about what she saw
now"

Br ooki ngs | oosened his collar. He was gasping. "You saw it. Self-defense.
She was trying to kill ne!"

"Apparently with good reason, if you left her to die!"

"I swear, we were both running .... | thought she was a goner. If | thought
| could have hel ped, | would have."

"She's all right," reported Sanchez, |ooking up fromthe unconscious body.

"Save the real story for later," said Machiko. "Let's get her back to
Evanston. W've got a report to nmke.”

Machi ko sat down besi de Sanchez. Their vehicle was bunping its way back



hone, and the man's dark eyes were directed toward the passing | andscape.
"Ni ce planet," said Machiko.

"I"ve seen nore beautiful, |'ve seen nore dangerous, |'ve seen not-nice
planets | liked better," he said, not |ooking at her

"I get the feeling you' ve been on your share."

He shrugged. "After you fight the bugs awhile, you get sort of enpty
i nside. You need to go away for a while, or you just get a bad case of
interior rot."

"So why are you back in the bug-battle saddl e?"
He | ooked at her. "NMoney."
“"A guy like you could earn noney other ways."

"I did. Not enough. Let's just say this was an offer | could have refused
but woul d have been an idiot to."

"I think I know what you nmean. But there's nore to you than just noney,
isn't there, Sanchez?"

He | ooked at her. "Is there?"

"You fight bugs for a while, you get a sense of nobility, don't you? Like
you' re doing sonmething inportant. | bet you haven't been doing anything really
i mportant for a while."

"Conbating an intergalactic blight. Yeah, | guess it nmakes you feel |ike
somet hing nmore than a pile of shit."

For the first tine sonething trenul ous and deep crept into his intonation
sonet hi ng beyond sardoni ¢ nonot one.

She thought about this for a nonent.

"W may have nore in common than our brilliant and wonderfu
personalities,"” Mchiko said finally. "Maybe |I should buy you a beer tonight
and we can tal k about it."

He | ooked at her
"Sure. Can't hurt."

"“A nice beer generally helps." She | ooked up and saw that they were
approachi ng Evanstonville. "And sonething tells me after today we're both
going to need one . . . even though |I generally don't drink the stuff."

"Ms. Piezki. How are you feeling?"
"Better."

"Ms. Piezki, | can't tell you how sorry we are about what happened," said
Li vernore Evanston in his nmost charming and mllifluous tones. "Nonethel ess,
you were aware of the danger involved. It was in your contract with us. And
you are an enpl oyee."

Pi ezki eyed them daggers gleanming in her eyes. She said nothing, but the
threat was there: I'mgoing to nail you if | can.



Lawyers, thought Machi ko Noguchi
What a | ovely, lovely bunch

Take Brookings, for exanple. The bastard was sulking in a corner, clearly
not wanting to be there, but waiting for the debriefing.

Chet Zorski was there, |ooking awake and aware and concerned, |eaning on
her chair and studying the patient, clearly taking mental notes.

And, of course, there was old Evanston hinself, solid but hovering. He'd
cone imMmediately to this treatnment room when he'd heard there'd been anot her
advi ser | ocat ed.

"May | suggest you settle that matter later?" said Machi ko. "Wat we need
nowis information. Ms. Piezki, we've pretty nuch heard your coll eague's story
about what happened on that safari. Wuld you care to give your version?"

Pi ezki coughed.

"Are you all right?" asked the nmedtech who'd cl eaned the woman's cuts and
appl i ed the bandages.

"Yeah. Little pain in the chest. Catch in the throat. G ass of water." The
nmedt ech got her one, and Piezki drank it all down. "Yeah. Better. Thanks."

She told her story.

It was al nbost exactly the same story that Brookings had told, save for one
significant strand of facts.

The hunt. The hunters. The quarry. The invisible hunters. Massacre. The run
| oss of nenory .

The change of detail was that Brookings's valor had not quite been as nuch
in evidence as he'd clai ned.

"What happened when you tripped?”

"Can't renmenber," she said, shaking her head. "Sonething dark. | remenber
scream ng and hearing ny own nuffled screans . . . and that was it." She put
her hand to her chest. "Nurse, do you have sonething that will settle ny
stomach? | seemto have developed a really terrible case of heartburn.”

The wonman | ooked unconfortabl e, but nothing that nmade Machi ko i mmedi ately
al ar ned.

Sonet hi ng bot hered her, though

"And you were in the sane l|ocation for about a day and a hal f-nobst of it
unconsci ous. "

"I remenber bashing about in the brush, but that was it. |I'mjust glad
I'm'-she accepted a glass of fizzing stuff with a thank-you-"alive." Drank.

"They let her live," said Evanston. "How curious."

"Perhaps they didn't know about her," suggested Zorski. "If she was out in
t he bushes, they just nmust have nmoved on."

A possibility. If she'd run far enough away, they woul dn't have detected
her heat-i mage, thought Machi ko.



Then again, there were bugs in the area . . . and that was what bothered
her.

"Brookings. Did you see anything attack this woman?" she demanded suddenly.

Br ooki ngs shook his head. "No. Like | said, | thought that she'd been
killed. Truly."

Miffl ed screanms? Sonet hi ng over her head? Why hadn't she thought about this
bef or e?

"Brookings, this is very inportant. Is that the absolute truth? Because if
it's not, this woman could be in danger from"

"Absolute truth," said Brookings, |ooking as though butter wouldn't nmelt in
hi s mout h.

Suddenly a surprised | ook cane over Piezki's face.
Her face twi sted.

"Ms. Piezki," said the tech. "Are you all right?
Pi ezki bel ched.

She took a breath and smled .... "Ch. That's nmuch better." Relief was
obvi ous on the woman's face.

Machi ko rel axed.

Piezki fell off her chair.

She withed and screaned, and a sudden bubbl e bl oomed on her chest.
"Get back!" cried Machiko.

Too | ate.

Before any of them frozen with surprise, could do a thing, the bubble
burst. Like a gory jack-in-the-box, flaps of bone and flesh lifted off, and
suddenly a wormike thing stood up in the mddle of Piezki's chest. Bl ood
sprayed around the roomlike a crazy water sprinkler

They were all splattered with it.

Petra Piezki got one |ook at the creature she'd given crinson breech birth
to, and then her head fell back, holding Death in its eyes.

The wornthing chittered at themand started sliding out.

"Stand back!" cried Machi ko. She pulled out her gun fromits hol ster and
fired at the creature.

It slapped off to one side and skittered away.

The two slugs slanmed into Piezki's body, kicking up divots of shattered
ribs and gouts of flesh and bl ood.

Machi ko tracked the running, slithering thing. No question. Bug-l|arvae
tinme.

I f she knew one thing, she knew she had to clip its wings before it flew



i nt

o ductwork or down the hall to hide in some broom cl oset. She was gratefu

she'd had pistol practice.

i nt

Now, though, she'd have to prove she could use it in the clinch

The thing was at the door. Closed. It slithered quickly toward shadow.
Machi ko squeezed off three shots.

The first mssed

The second bit off a chunk of flesh on the tail

The third ranmed directly into the head, exploding the ugly, bloody nass
o an uglier, bloodier mass. The thing flipped over and comenced spasni ng

sonehow still straining for escape.

hor

Machi ko cal my wal ked over and put another bullet in it.

The acid bl ood snoked as it ate away at the floor

"Better get sone neutralizing agents in here, Zorski."

Zorski got on the phone.

Machi ko put her gun back in her holster

Too bad Attila couldn't have seen that. He woul d have been proud of her

She turned and wal ked over to where Abner Brookings stood, bloodied and
rified.

She tapped his chest. "Hello. Hello. Anyone in there?"
"No. No, | wasn't infected. Don't cut me open .... | swear."
She | ooked at himin disgust. "I was tal ki ng about your heart."

Recovering, Evanston had somehow found a towel and was wi ping off the

bl ood. "Nurse. Have that body taken out of here and destroyed i mediately."

get

"The problemhits a little closer to honme, Evanston."

Evanston nodded. "Yes. That's why | hired you and the others."
"An excel lent choice, all of us."

"You worked well this nmorning?" H's words were strained.

"Very well."

"Good. |I'msure you're going to be busy very soon."

"Fine. That's what we're here for." She found a towel herself and began to
rid of some of the blood. Funny, it didn't really bother her. After the

busi ness on Ryushi, after her tine with the pack, after hel ping those m ners,
she' d experienced plenty of blood, much of it hers.

A detail.

"That tour of the genetic biolab," said Machiko. "I really should have a

| ook. There may be infection-"



Evanst on shook his head. "I can't-I"min no state now for any kind of silly
tour."

"Thi s evening, then?"
"No. No, I'msorry."
"Well, tonorrow "

"Tonmorrow | want you to go out again and do what | hired you to do,
Noguchi." His voice was firm "I will advise ny scientists and workers to | ook
for infiltration into their systens. Wen things are down to a mld roar here,
I"1'l be happy to show you the place nyself."

"Surely soneone el se can-"

"Have you forgotten? | am your enployer. | make the rules. Now | eave ne be.
| have"-he shook his head sadly-"to take a shower and start coordinating
precautions agai nst these things." He put a chubby hand on her shoul der
"Thanks for the good work here, though. And the quick thinking."

"Good thing you let ne wear a sidearm" she said. "Better if you'd let ne
see that biolab."

"No," he said firmy, and began wal ki ng away. "That's inpossible."

She | ooked down at the body of Petra Piezki, eyes w de-open and face frozen
inarictus of terror.

She coul d sense it now.

Sonet hi ng was very wong here, and it wasn't just the yautja, it wasn't
just the kai nde anedha.

Chapter 16
They were having that beer
"Too bad about Piezki," said Sanchez.

"Yeah." She took a long, hard gulp. Ginmaced. She didn't particularly like

it, but sharing a beer with sonmeone seened inportant now. "I shoul d have
called it."
"Me too."

"W can't get everything right."
He drank again and there was sil ence.

"I guess there have been tines with both of us when everythi ng has been
wrong, hasn't there?" said Machi ko.

"You know, Noguchi, you're just too damm perceptive for your own good."
"That beer | ooks gone. You want another one?"

"Hel ps |inmber the tongue, doesn't it?"

"Sonetines. "

She went and got two fresh brews. Opened his. Set it before him



The beer was good and cold, a dark, yeasty ale. No |abel. Brewed here.
They sipped in silence for a nonent.

"“You know," the man said after a while, "back where |I conme from when a
woman takes a fella back to her room orders the assistant out, pours hima
coupl e beers, and starts tal king personal stuff, the man might think she was
trying to seduce him"

"So what do you think, Ned Sanchez?"

He shrugged. "1'd say you're not the nost fem nine creature that's crossed
my path. But, you know, you're probably one that | could respect in the
nor ni ng-so to speak.”

She smled tartly. "Bullshit. | can tell when a nman fancies ne, Sanchez."

"Sounds |ike you can tell when you fancy a man, too."

"The hard head takes a little cracking-" She | ooked away. "lI'msorry. It's
just been a while since I've felt that way, | guess. Never nmind. Sorry to be
so forward. Probably turns you off."

H s hand suddenly took hers. Although it was a rough hand, it was warm and
it had a firmess and a purpose to it.

"No. Not at all. | guess |I'mjust used to being the pursuer."
"Want to start over?"

"No. I'mfine with the way it is." He took another drink

He slowy and solidly got up

Pul l ed her to her feet.

Brought himsel f up agai nst her.

She could feel herself nelting against him H s arnms went around her, and
for once her mind could just drift away into nothingness and rel ease. The next
thing she knew she was kissing him and it was warm and ri ght.

VWen they came up for breath, he said, "I take it back"”

"Take what back?"

"The crack about your not being fenminine. You're entirely female."

"I'"d hardly get respect bug-killing in a dress."

"No. "

"W mght both be dead tonorrow "

"But we're not dead now. "

Later, in the afterglow of a particularly satisfactory biological act,
coated with an intriguing amount of pheronones and a kind of odd connection

she'd never quite felt before, Mchi ko found herself speechl ess.

"You know, | guess | should count ny lucky perks,"” Ned Sanchez said
finally.



She put a finger to his lips. "Shh. Let ne savor this.

"It's been a long tinme since you've had a nan."

"No. It's been a long tine since there's been any feeling involved."
"Ah. | think I'll need some silence to think about that one."

He took it.

She cl osed her eyes and just lay there a nonent. God knew what was ahead of
her, but she knew what was here now, and she accepted it gratefully.

Eventual | y, he spoke.

“"Maybe | should tell you sonething, Mchiko."
"Maybe you shouldn't."

"No, | think it would be a good idea."

“If you like. I'mnot digging anything out of you."

"No. And that's why I'mtelling." He closed his eyes, took a breath. "What

| said about quitting the bug-killing business?"

"Yes."

"It wasn't really the total truth. You see, | had this buddy. Let's cal
himJoe. Joe and ne . . . well, we killed a |Iot of bugs."

She was going to say sonething smart-ass but realized it wasn't the tinme or
the place. She snelled an intensity, a seriousness about himnow The only
appropriate response seened to be just to listen

After a noment to put the story together right, Ned Sanchez said, "You
know, | could tell you a long, long story."

"I'f you like."
"No. I"'mgoing to nake it short."

"Joe and nme, we went into a hive. W made a couple of m stakes, some big
nm st akes. Joe didn't come out. | did. Sometimes | think it should have been
t he other way around."

"] understand."

"Do you? Do you really?" He snorted. "Well, maybe you can tell ne, but when
| heard about another chance to prove nyself, | guess | was just fed up with
all the guilt that had been building up inside ne. So | signed on."

"It wasn't just for the noney, then."
"No, | guess not."

She nodded. "I can relate. | felt that in you, Ned. Maybe that's why | was
attracted to you."

"Hm®? What -you' ve got a story, too?"

She told himabout her father. About the fam |y shame. About how she was



trying, in her owmn small way, to alleviate that shane.

She told himabout Ryushi, her first colony world, and how she had failed
it. People had survived, and she was responsible for that; but the col ony was
gone.

Al in sinple, concise terms.

"What say we promni se each other sonething, okay, Mchiko?" he said, cupping
her face in his hands.

"What' s that ?"

"Let's live long enough to tell the long version of our stories.”

"That's going to take a long tine."

"Then we're going to have to live a long tinme, aren't we?"

He ki ssed her, and that was the only reply that was necessary.

"You slept with him didn't you?" said Attila the Hun

She was changi ng her clothes. Ned had gone to eat dinner with the rest of
the nen, but she couldn't bring herself to go with him Superstition or
sonet hi ng. Maybe they'd be able to smell the sex or something. Anyway, for
sone reason she had no appetite.

"l did," she said.

Attila plopped down in a chair, folded his arnms. "Great. Just great. Now
when you dunp him we're going to have a heartbroken sol dier on our hands."

"What did Lao Tzu say about heartbroken sol di ers?"
"Unreliable." He sniffed affectedly.
"I didn't say | was going to dunp him"

He gave her a surprised look. "Well, did you ask himto help us break into
the biolab and have that | ook you so desperately and foolishly want?"

"No. "
"No? Why not ?"
Looked at him "I just didn't."

"Look, | thought the whole idea of getting to know this guy was that if he
liked you, he'd help us."

"No. That wasn't the whole idea."
"Ckay, okay," Attila said peevishly. "You had the hots for him"
"I liked him | saw sonething there. And you know what, Til? It is there."

"Wonderful . I'm happy for you. There's a there, there. But you didn't ask
himto help us."

"Look. It's our suspicion. It's our problem"

"He's a hireling, too. It's his problemif we find anything we don't want



to find. Which makes nme wonder now if we should even bother. | nean, clearly
you're not that concerned."

"Look, Til. I"'msorry |I've upset you. Are you jeal ous?"

"What! Nothing of the sort. |I hope you had a very good tinme. May you both
be very happy together. Et cetera, et cetera."

"l just don't want Ned to get involved at this point .... Ckay, okay,
don't want himto get into trouble. W get into trouble, that's different.

We're at a higher level. W' re nore likely to take the heat w thout a burn.
Sanchez, though-they can boot his ass out of here, no nmoney, no nothing."

"Ckay. It's your decision. Maybe it's for the best."

She nodded. "Thank you." She put her dinner plate to one side. "So, Attila.
Your little recon-how did it go? Are we even going to be able to take a stab
at this crazy m ssion?"

He finally snil ed.

"While you were so anorously whiling away your time, ducks, | sinply
wal tzed into the biolab factory."

Her mouth dropped. "So then we don't even have to break in! You' ve done
it."

"Hardly. | certainly wish. No, the truth is that apparently nuch of the
factory is under very |oose security. And why not? This is a small settlenent.
There is no crine here."

"So how did you get in?"

"I just walked in, saying | wanted to | ook around.

They said fine, sir-there are just certain areas that are off limts.
Certainly, | said. | understand conpletely. | took a little tour."

" And?"

"And it seens to be just what Evanston clainms it is-a biolab. C oning
factory. Lions and tigers and bears. Exotic alien animals. Sinple enough."

"But . "
"I"'mglad you inserted your but there. It's a big but."
"Hey. | like it."

He smiled. "But a cute one, as M. Sanchez will no doubt attest. No,
Machi ko, there are large areas sinply off limts and | saw nost of what was
necessary to be a fully functioning biolab."

"So the question is, what else is there?"
"Precisely."”

"Any sensor input?"

"Not hi ng much | need to get closer."

"So how do we get in tonight? How do we get closer when we do get in?"



"To the first question"-he pulled two badges from his pocket and put them
on the table-"1 stole these and altered them conmplete with fake retinal and
DNA patterns. These will get us in. As for the rest-well, with my sensors and
a good | aser tool box-"

"Good job."

"You didn't even ask this Sanchez guy if he'd ever been a burglar."
She frowned at him "That subject is closed, Attila"

"Ckay, okay."

"And you had no probl en? They didn't ask you what you were doing there?"
she said, looking for potential foul-ups.

"No. Security seenmed amazingly |ax on the outside. | daresay that Evanston
and conpany are worried about other things. However, beyond the main part of
t he | ab-behi nd those closed doors . . . they are definitely hiding sonething

that they don't want us to see."
"Well, that just makes ne want to see it all the nore.

"I confess, despite ny less-than-warrior like attitude for this entire
adventure, | too would like to have a | ook."

"Tonight, then, a little private exercise of our own," said Machi ko.

Chapter 17
Attila had done his job well.

Not only had he counterfeited those badges, but he'd nmanaged to sneak into
a supply closet and procure two of the biolab uniforms. They actually fit
wel |, too.

"The deal is this," said Machi ko Noguchi as they strode past the open outer
gates of the factory, past security operatives, the setting sun of Norn at
their backs, the brisk cool snell of evening settling down on the stil
| ushness of this cultivated frontier settlenent. "W get caught inside the
perimeter, we tell themwe' re authorized by Evanston."

"And if we nmake it through to the other part, but get caught then?"

"W run. W go back to the barracks and grab beer cans. | didn't want to
involve Ned in this actual operation-but | don't feel bad having hi mback us

up. "

"I suggest that we just not get caught. And nost certainly not use
weapons. "

"I like to have one on hand, if possible. They let me wear one here, and it
put me in good stead with that bug this norning."

Attila had prepared tiny stasis generators to cancel out any
weapons- det ecti on device, and again Machi ko was i npressed and grateful for his
varied talents hidden in that plain-Ilooking shell.

For all her martial-arts abilities, Machiko felt far nore confortable with
a sidearm The news that she'd be able to wear one on this m ssion was
certainly wel cone.



They wal ked past the posted guard with just a flash of their fake IDs.
Security officers were not as numerous as Machi ko had expected. Mich of the
security was automated. Shifts were apparently changing, and stragglers from
the mdshift were just making their way home. They appeared to be norma
wor kers, | ooking forward to dinner and a beer. The shift that they were
infiltrating, on the other hand, had far fewer workers, who were clearly far
| ess industrious. The few people they encountered did not seemat all upset
about the pair of new enployees in their ranks. The departnents in the biolab
were diverse enough that they probably assuned Machi ko and Attila were headed
for sections other than theirs.

And of course, they were totally correct.

Attila had briefed her on the | ayout of the biofactory in descriptive
enough terns that Machi ko was able to wend her way know edgeably through it,
acting as though she had a definite mssion, not goggling about |ike the
first-timer she was. Nonethel ess, she allowed Attila to lead slightly and used
her peripheral vision to take note of the stations and activity around her

Tanks.

There were tanks of stainless steel and gl ass, connected by tubing al
around, with conduits and flanges and wheels. There were |lab stations and
racks of chemi cals and equi prent-the usual panoply of functioning scientific
research and production. The snmell of flame and harsh el enments clung to the
air, wafting in currents' of warm and cold. Wsps of steam and frost escaped
from doors and hatches openi ng and cl osi ng, and altogether the effect was of
sonme well scrubbed, sterile satanic kitchen

Wal ki ng by one of the gl ass-encl osed tanks, Machi ko caught a glinpse of
sonet hi ng through the gl ass paneling--sonet hing caught in nmlky Iiquid.

A hal f-formed beast with great claws and sharp teeth, slowy formng in a
nutrient bath.

A lion? Some alien critter. A Hunter being a born for Hunting? Hard to say,
but it certainly was pretty nuch as Evanston had described it, at |east so
far.

"There's a whole wing over there," whispered Attila, discreetly pointing
toward the north, "devoted to cages, many of themenpty so far."

"The beasts to be set free and hunted."
"Precisely."

"Not hi ng here to cause alarmto my perspective," she said as they went to a
drink dispenser and pretended to fish for credit vouchers.

"That's just it. According to ny data catal og, these vast roons have got
everything they need for a fully functioning biolab factory."

" So?"

"So much of the operations of such are patented secrets and usual ly kept
secreted away. However, they're out here for all to see.”

"Whi ch neans-?"

"Thi nk about it."



It didn't take |ong.

"Whi ch neans what the hell have they got |ocked away, if they're all ow ng
nost people to see all of this?"

"Exactly."

She | ooked around again. She heard the murnurings and burblings of bubbling
beakers, the slurpings and drippings of liquid, the tapping of retreating
footsteps. It all snelled nysterious and acrid, |ike the entranceway to some
chem cal anusenent-park ride

Only they had no ticket for the next part.

"So, what now?"

"Down this hallway here."

They waited until there was no one around.

This time there was no pretense of who was | eadi ng and who was foll ow ng.
Attila went first.

They noved down a corridor that eventually bent to the south. Doors |ined
ei t her side.

"Storage roons,” Attila explained.
"Open and i nnocuous. "

"As far as | can tell." The hallway was totally deserted. "This, though
was what | was telling you about-down here at the end of the hall."

Anot her slant to the hall, and they were there.
Machi ko was taken aback.

At the end of the hall was a round, vaultlike door of hard, shiny alloy. It
was nore than apparently extrenely | ocked.

"What is this the gold supply here?"

"Looks like it, doesn't it?"

"What do your sensors perceive?"

"It's an alloy they can't get past.”

"Hrmm But you think we can pick this | ock?"

"Ch, yes. It's an electronic |ocking device, and | nmade sure to bring a
probe."” He held up a long netal device.

"Looks |ike a coat hanger."

"I"'msure it could be used as such. In any case, by inserting it into this
aperture here"-he did just that "I can change polarities and reroute
electrical flows in such a way as to cancel out the necessity for codes and
t hus gain access."

"“I'n other words, we can get through."



"Precisely."

She | ooked around. "Nobody com ng?"

"No. "

"Problemis, there could be someone inside."

"True- however, shifts are changing, and an entry woul d be presuned to be
aut horized. W can take a quick |l ook. | can store data through visual and
auditory neans, as well as ny usual sensory panoply. Thus we can nip in and
t hen duck out, w thout causing undue notice."

"Sounds good to ne."

She was happy there wasn't nuch security there; but then again, why should
there be? It wasn't as though an intelligence agency was necessary in
Li vernorel and; it was nuch too far renoved from anyt hing. The security forces
seemed nore interested in their war re-creations than in actually patrolling
the col ony. Evanston's people nust have reasoned that these sinple precautions
woul d do.

For Machi ko they woul d have done quite nicely.

However, they hadn't reckoned on having a talented android picking their
| ocks.

Attila did his stuff, slipping his device in. Machi ko heard a few clicks
and whirs and then watched Attila's concerned expression change to one of
relief.

"There we go. That should be it."
He stood and pulled a | atch.
The door opened.

Machi ko | eaped to action, helping Attila pull the hatchway open with the
m ni mum of noise. It eased back as though it had just been oil ed.

Machi ko peered into the next room

It was a large chanber that stretched off into the distance. Along its
upper sides were catwal ks and pull eys and wal dos. Racks of |aboratory
equi prent hung bel ow these. The lighting was quite | ow, the domi nant colors
bei ng deep reds and | anbent yell ows.

Bur bl i ngs.

The acrid snell was even heavier here, and there was a new scent to the
air: sonething dreadful, sonething famliar, and yet Machi ko coul d not
precisely place it.

In the distance was the quiet sound of voices, yet this part of the Iong
chanmber seened absol utely deserted

Ahead of themwere the familiar tanks, only these seened noticeably Iarger
Fromthe two intruders' angle, however, there seenmed to be no viewports into
the contents.

Machi ko quietly pointed this out. "Could be that what they're brewing in
there, they don't want us to know about."



"I was thinking the exact sane thing. Just a nonent here." Attila placed a
smal | piece of metal between door and doorjanmb. "This way we can exit quickly,
I think, which may prove nost fortuitous."

Machi ko was in a hurry, but she took the precaution of noving as quietly
and warily as possible, as they nmade their way around the tank

There was a porthole on the other side, and she was able to peer through
the nmurky liquid, and into the contents.

"Ch, my Cod," Machi ko said, and though she was not particularly religious,
it was as close to a prayer as she ever got.

Chapter 18

Back in Boring-Wrld, with so much tine on her hands, Machi ko Noguchi had
done a great deal of reading. Fortunately, the Conpany had been considerate
enough to vest its mning world with an excellent library of varied files on
t hei r Conp- Access.

One of the books she'd read was a | arge picture book concerning the history
of human freaks, and there had been sone horrifying anonmalies indeed, from
Si anese twi ns and pi nheads, to geeks and other abnormalities of human and
bestial natures.

However, nothing in the book could nmatch the horror of what Machi ko stared
at now t hrough the glass, through the mlky nutrient bath.

At first it just seemed anot her beast, sone hapless . genetic code from
some far-flung alien clime that had been appropriated for hunting purposes by
Evanston's henchnen.

d aws.

Teet h.

Mandi bl es.

However, as she | ooked cl oser, she saw other things in the brew

A shell that woul d become chitin.

Legs.

Ar s,

And at the ends of those arns, digits.

Digits with opposabl e t hunbs.

The result was obscene beyond belief. A conbination with aesthetics from
hel |, but doubtless incredibly deadly.

Machi ko took a sharp intake of breath.

"What is it?" asked Attila. "Besides really, really ugly."
"You can't tell?"

O course he couldn't, she imediately told herself.

He hadn't had experience of the things. He hadn't gone through what she'd



gone through. He woul dn't appreciate either species, nuch | ess the
j uxt aposi tion.

And then the realization hit her, so hard that she was stunned.

She woul d have invoked a deity's nane again, only sonething had stopped her
vocal cords

"Well? Communi cati on woul d be hel pful,"” he said sharply.
"It's ... it's the nost incredible warrior ever designed . . . and Jesus,
Attila . . ." She pointed. "Look . . . behind the neck there. Is that what I

think it is?"

He peered closer. "My goodness. It does look |ike some sort of electrica
neurotransmtter |ink-ups."

"As in cyborgs .
"As in cyborgs, precisely."

She tapped the wi ndow, pointing. "Attila. \Wat you' re |looking at is
wel |, apparently, and | don't know how but these crazies have been able to
warp the genetic code of the bugs . . . and add their own tw sts.”

"What-to create sone kind of ultimate target for guests to hunt?"

She shook her head vehenently. "No, that couldn't be. One of these
linked up to Buddha knows what . . . could tear apart a bunch of hunters. It
could outhunt, outkill anything .... Hard Meat with brains and weapons!"

"Sone sort of bug ugly yautja hybrid?"

"Thank God, no. Just an inprovenent on the bugs.
"What's the root of any arny, Attila?"

She snapped her fingers.

"Warriors, of course. Soldiers."

"Smart bugs. Incredible, resilient . . . well, put sone of these down and
breed themon a world and you' d-"

"Why, you'd dominate the world!"

"Yes, and through the computer interface of cyborg connection . . ."

"OF course. You'd be able to control those warriors!”

They stood for a nonent in silence, staring at the oxygen bubbles forning
around the growing creatures and then floating up to the surface. A mai
nel ange.

"But why?" she murmnured

"Power, presumably,"” said Attila. "Wy el se? Evanston doesn't want just a
world. He wants worlds."

"That was what we saw out there-one of these creatures. It wasn't a pile of
different creatures and sone nmachinery. It was a single creature . . . sonehow
on the | oose. That had sonehow been killed."

"By the yautja?"



"l guess so. That would make sense . . . but who knows?"

Thoughts were twi sting and turning inside her head. She wasn't sure what
she had expected to find inside this part of the biolab factory . . . but it
certainly hadn't been this.

"What now?"

"Are you taking all this in?"
"Yes."

"Sufficient data?"

"Yes."

"Then now we get the hell out of here and figure out the next step. Now

V\e-
Inside the tank the creature's eyes opened.
A bug with eyes!

The head of the thing was a terrible and ungainly amal gam of the
banana-i nsect hel met of a bug and the chroni um sheen of conplex cyborg
i mpl ants. But the eyes | ooked just as sharp and intelligent as any that
Machi ko had ever seen in a warrior's head.

Despite hersel f, she junped.

"Dam. It's |ooking at us."

Attila said, "Tine to depart, indeed. In fact, | hope it's not too-"
A siren started to sound.

"Late."

"Go! Go!™

They tore away, headi ng back toward the vault door they had entered. They
were just pulling it open when the security nmen rounded the corner about
thirty yards away.

"Hal t!"
Yeah, right, thought Machiko. O you'll shoot.

They didn't halt, of course. They dived through the opening and began
runni ng, Machi ko hopi ng agai nst hope that they hadn't been recogni zed. This
woul d certainly take some explaining . . . . Wll, M. Evanston . . . | was
just looking for the |ladies' room....

They were out into the main section of the biolab and still running when
the other troop of security cane around the other corner, cutting them off.

They di ved behi nd another tank, not pausing for a nonent, but scurrying
away |ike pursued rats in a naze:

"Alternative exit?" said Machi ko.

"Yes. Follow ne."



Attila ran down another aisle, the end of which was a door. Wth absolutely
no cerenony or precaution, he banged agai nst that door, pushing on the |atch
simultaneously . . . hurling hinself into the outside.

Machi ko fol | owed.

They were out on permacrete now, in sone sort of enpty parking |ot. Beyond
was a perineter fence, and beyond that a gate yawned open invitingly.

They ran for it.
"Stop," screaned someone from behi nd t hem

"Run ahead of ne," said Attila, positioning hinself between her and their
pursuers. "l can take bullets a |ot better than you can."

"Thanks, " she puffed.

There were expl osions behind them and the whizzing of fired ammunition to
their sides and over their heads.

Sonething blasted to the left. An incendiary inpact nearly tore them off
their feet.

"What the hell are they shooting at us?" said Machi ko.

"Not hi ng good, | promise you. Hurry, we're alnost through the gate."
She put on a burst of speed, her attention fixed on her goal

Anot her expl osion, inmmedi ately behind her.

This time she was lifted off her feet. Wth a conbination of instinct and
training, she rolled with it, coming to rest with a m ni mum of scrapes and
bounces.

"Cone on," she called to Attila. "Let's go-"
“"That woul d be very hard," said Attila, ahead of her
She | ooked ar ound.

Attila' s headl ess body |ay behind her, front down, back and chest section a
burnt mangl e, oozing fl uid.

Sone ki nd of bazooka shell had hit him exploded, and now t he android was
intatters.

"Til!" she cried. "Til!"
"Quiet! Over here!"
Still in front of her

She | ooked toward where the voice originated from astonished. There, lying
in the gutter, upended, was Attila the Hun's head.

Mout h nmovi ng.

"Well don't just stand there, Machiko. Pick nme up and let's get the hel
out of here!"



She got past her astoni shment.
Her refl exes went to work.

She dodged over, picked up the head, tucked it under her arm and started
to run.

Anot her spray of bullets swept past her.

"Over there-that car. That's our only hope," said Attila.

She raced over. It was a four-wheel er, open.

She hopped in. There was no key, and no tine to hot-wire it.
"Stick nme up to the ignition," said the head.

Not thi nking, just obeying, Mchiko did just that.

Sonet hi ng whi pped fromAttila' s head, slotting into the ignition
The car kicked to life.

"Now go," said Attila. "CGo!"

She put the car into gear. Bullets whanged into the side.

She pushed on the accelerator and got the hell out of there, Attila's head
hanging like a bizarre key chain fromthe ignition

She zooned off into the night, headlights flicking on
O f and away, escaping.
But to where? crashed the thought inside her head.

To where?

Chapter 19
Dawn crept up warily on the horizon

By its new, thin |light Machi ko Noguchi cupped her hand and dipped it into
the river.

She drank.
The water was cool and sweet.

She'd tasted it early, by the light of two noons, and it had tasted even
better then.

She | ooked up into the sky, as though expecting conpany at any nonent.
Not hi ng. No thropters or skimers or any of the other number of airborne
vehi cl es that could be pursuing them

She sighed and stood up. Her back was stiff, but otherw se the couple
hours' rest had been fine. She wal ked back up to where the four-wheel-drive
vehi cl e was sequestered, in a bowerlike assenbl age of riverside and trees.
Here it was neatly hidden fromsight . . . but, then, who knew if there were
ot her ways of detecting it?



Wth no other place to go, she headed out to the w | derness.

She couldn't exactly hop on a starship and race off for the safety of
i ght-years-distant planets. She couldn't barge into the barracks and holler
for help fromnen who didn't really know her from Eve and who were being paid
royally for their loyalty. The thought that she shoul d somehow contact Ned
Sanchez crossed her mnd; however, she nixed it imediately. No way woul d that
wor kK now.

No. She had just one hope.

Wth what she knew now, there was another chance.

Wth her added understanding it was a slimpossibility but one that she had
to take. Ch, she supposed she could have sinply allowed herself to be caught.
Evanston nmost |ikely would not indulge in sinple Death; her talents and
abilities were too valuable. No, nost likely he'd just do a selective
memw pe. OF course, sonme of her personality m ght get pulled up by the roots
in the process, but hey, that was too bad. Make her a little nore docile and
less likely to poke her nose where it didn't bel ong.

She went back to the car

In the passenger seat was the head.

"How ya doin', short stuff?"

"Sall right."

Attila wi nked at her

She remenbered her shock and grief at his seenmi ng deni se.

However, as interesting and val uabl e as the android' s body was, it would
seem that his actual consciousness circuits were in his head, and apparently
capabl e of operation for quite a while on their own batteries. For his part
Attila seemed oddly resigned to his new state, nmerely glad to be still in
exi st ence.

"What do you think? Shall we keep going in this thing?"

"If speed is what you want, then we shoul d. However, it would be risky."

"Yeah. They're bound to have copters out |ooking for us now"

"Not necessarily. Wwuldn't that be adnmitting that there was sone secret
they were keepi ng?"

"No. All Evanston has to do is claimwe were snoopers for sone rival
company. I'msure he's well within legal rights to seek us out and kill us."

"Or he can cover up."

"So the question renains."

She thought about the issue for a noment.
Deci ded.

"They must be watching. They know we're here." She | ooked ahead. "That
clearing there. That will do."



"And if it doesn't?"

"Then we'll get back in the car and raise such a ruckus, they'll find us."

"“I'"'mglad you know what we're doing. | certainly don't. But I'Il be glad to
back you up."

"All | can say is that I"'mjust glad you're still around, Attila-in

what ever form"
H s nmouth managed to forma smle. "Thanks."

She put on the backpack she'd found in the car, and then she tucked Attila
under her arm and set off.

"Looks like it's going to be a nice day," said. Attila.

"Yes," she said.
She mar ched.

It took ten minutes to get to the clearing. She strode across it, toward
the trees that ridged the other side.

"What now?" said Attil a.

"Watch. Listen."

She set himon a nearby rock with a good vantage point.
She placed herself into a stance.

She rai sed her hands to her nouth.

She made the Call

A high ululation carried over the trees, punctuated by a gruff, |ow pitched
snarl .

She et it unwind for a full ten seconds, then allowed its echo to settle
into the | eaves.

"You learned that fromthe Hunters?" said Attil a.

"Yes. Now, be quiet. This is going to be very delicate."
"If it happens at all."

"Yes."

She waited some mnutes, |istening.

There was no direct answer. However, her honed instincts detected sonething
in the distance.

Sonet hi ng com ng

She felt her adrenaline rising. She felt the old machinery clicking into
pl ace. Machi ko Noguchi let | oose again the ka'rik'na, the sumpning, and the
mesh'in'ga, the battle-dreamtine, folded over her. She was able to access
areas of her mnd that had been retreating fromher hunman state.

Yes.



They were com ng

The question was, would she have tinme to explain what had happened? Wul d
these creatures renenber her betrayal? If so, then she had just one slim
chance, and she inwardly prepared herself to take advantage of that chance.

One monment the glade in which they stood was empty save for them
The next, a warrior materialized, shutting off his invisibility device.

She did not recognize him She spoke i mediately, using a few sinple
phrases she remenbered fromthe abrupt, barking | anguage of the yautja.

"I amone with you. I conme to fight with you. | ama Bl ooded One."

She had made sure before that her |ocks were well pulled away fromthe
si nged marki ng on her forehead, the marking that Broken Tusk had given her
the marking of bug acid mixed with yautja blood. This had saved her before and
woul d gi ve them pause now.

The warrior was dressed in arnor and hel met and stood in a battle-crouch

He advanced slightly, to have a | ook

Grunted with surprise.

Cal |l ed back to companions as yet not visible.

Seei ng she was not arned, he stood up and addressed her

"Prepare to die."

She had warned Attila to expect this, and when it happened, to keep quiet,
no matter what. Even though he woul dn't understand the word, he would
doubt | ess distinguish the doomin the intonation

However, this was to be expected. It was a kind of rough greeting as well
as a challenge. Atest, if you will, and easy enough to pass.

"Should | die, it will be in battle. | have nany trophies. My honor wll
| ast while ny bones last."

The Predator grunted.

He approached her

He was a regul ar-sized creature, which is to say much taller, nuch bigger
t han she. Although with one sw pe of the blades on his wist he could cut her
down at any time, she stood stock-still. One hint of fear, one trenble, could
be her undoi ng. She stood, chin out thrust in a stance of honor as he wal ked
around her.

Wth a sudden clang the bl ade erupted.

The creature jabbed.

The alien steel stopped just inches fromher eyes.

He said sonething quickly, only snatches of which she understood.

“. . . death . . . dismenbernent . . . skull . . . wall . . . treachery



It didn't sound good.

She said three words.

Honor .

Cour age.

Danger to the megapack (or words to that effect).
The bl ades | ower ed.

" Danger ?"

"Hard Meat. Soft Meat take Hard Meat." She tapped her cranium indicating
her brain. "Dangerous warrior now. "

The creature shook his dreadl ocks with a great npaning grow .
"W nust stop," said Mchiko.

The Hunter stepped back

"Trick," he snarled

However, if he really believed this was a trick, then her guts would be
hanging fromthe trees now, and her white, shining skull would be inside the
guy' s net bag.

"No, " she said:

An easy word, even in yautja parlay.

The Hunter growl ed up some word fromthe back of his throat, spat it out.
He backed up, bristling. Froma belt he drew a knife. He raised it to the
skies, and a call ripped through the air.

Machi ko, however, was not afraid.

Machi ko knew the neaning of the gesture, if not the precise neaning of the
wor d.

It was a sumons.

The bushes ridging the glade rustled as though sone sudden sel ective w nd
had passed through them

Li ke some sort of photographic special effects in a 3-D novie, spectra
figures began to take shape, wal king fromthe bushes, fading into reality.

Ten of them
Froma blur to solid, fierce reality.
The pack

They stood, sone hol ding spears, others holding burners. The fact that they
had nmore than just spears and knives neant that they were now involved in nore
than just a Hunt.

They stood as a unit, staring at Machi ko, their eyes burning into her soul

She stared back, defiantly, proudly. It was as though she could feel the



sign on her brow pulsing, its burning flane a signal to them
This one is Wrthy.
She is a Hunter.
She has been Bl ooded.
She stood her ground and called a greeting of conrades.

"I need your help in a great battle," she said. "I have cone to tell you of
sonet hi ng you shoul d know. "

Suddenl y, though, another wavering, and another smaller spectral figure
energed fromthe bushes

Took form
Becane.
“"We know," said the new arrival. "You are Traitor."
Machi ko' s heart froze.
Lar' ni x' va
The Hunter she had come to call Shorty.
Chapter 20
Shorty.
Lar' ni x' va.

No question about it, even though he wore his arnor and a hel net, she
recogni zed the dimnutive form

He was no | onger the youth he had been; he had grown in nuscle if not in
hei ght. There was a Napol eoni c swagger to his step, and arrogance to his
st ance.

Not only was it Shorty, but fromall signs he seened to be the Leader of
thi s group.

"No," she said. "No traitor. Warrior!"
Dam!

In this kind of situation she wi shed she had nore than just a few words, a
few honor-filled postures to use. She could explain everything in detail.
I nstead, she just had to rely on inperatives and single enphatic words to get
her meani ng across.

"Kill her," said Shorty.
There was no tine, it would seem even if she had the words she needed.

She had one slimglimer of hope, one trunp card, and even as weapons were
rai sed, she took a step forward and held up a hand.

"No. | challenge. |I defend honor. Battle."



This caused a great commmpti on anong the yautja. They jabbered anong
t hensel ves for a nonent and then stepped back as one, away fromtheir Leader

Shorty grunted.
He raised his spear
Threw it.

The thing throbbed to a halt in the dirt at Machiko's feet. Wthout
hesitation Machi ko picked it up. Brandished it.

Shorty called to a second, and imedi ately there was a spear in his hand.
He took a significant step forward.
The duel was on.

Machi ko had ganbled on this. She knew that if she threw down the gauntlet,
it would have to be picked up. Such was the code of yautja. Honor was all
Courage had to be nmet with courage, and life itself was not so inportant as
the valiant and brave departure of life.

If she could best the Leader of this pack, then she could get themto
listen. And she felt that if she could get themto listen, really listen, then
she could get themto join with her in an assault; then possibly this horror
bei ng perpetrated by this rich maniac m ght be prevented, curtailed, stopped.

First, though, she had to defeat her old nenmesis, the Hunter she called
Shorty.

And defeating a Hunter in this kind of situation nmeant one thing.
A fight to the death.
Shorty feinted, then stepped back two steps.

He made a series of snorting sounds that was the equival ent of yautja
laughter. Did a little shuffling dance, then m nmed her usual initial attack
noves.

Damm!

He'd seen her fight, of course. He knew that she knew sone fancy steps,
knew sone sort of odd physical/nmental |aws generally dubbed "martial arts.”

If she tried anything ordinary on him this genius of conbat, this Predator
woul d know exactly what was going to happen and would be a coupl e of steps
ahead of her.

Besides that, all she had in terms of weapons was this short spear. Shorty
had his spear, along with his personal arsenal, to say nothing of his arnor
and hel et .

The Hunter concept of "even-steven" was rough indeed.

Shit.

"Well, you bastard," she said. "Thank God |'ve got sone new noves."

She attacked.



I f anything, she was .in better shape now, nore |inber and agile, and she
put it all to the test in just under two seconds. She feinted, flipped,
rolled, jabbed, retreated, rolled, ran, fell, and then thrust upward toward
t he pl ace she knew was the nost vul nerabl e.

The noves clearly surprised Shorty.

Nonet hel ess, he wasn't quite in the spot where he was supposed to be, so
the point of her spear only glanced off the side of his arnor.

Wth a snort he brought his own spear down toward her
M st ake.

She dodged the thrust, grasped the shaft by its base, and tw sted the
torque of her body in such a way as to capitalize on the nonentum he had
gener at ed.

Her | egs went up, and she executed a perfect flip.

The force of his fall on his back broke his grasp on his spear, and
suddenly she had two weapons.

She used her original inmediately, trying to push the head under the arnpit
of the arnor.

Shorty wrenched away.

H's wist knives flipped out as he rolled to another fighting stance. He
crouched and regarded her, doubtless with nore caution and respect now.

"Bitch," he snarled. O a word to that effect.
Wel |, nmaybe not respect.

She bounced on the balls of her feet, agile and ready, warning up and
prepared for the next onslaught, the next maneuver.

They circled each other warily. She could hear him breathing harshly behind
his mask. She could hear his nmandi bl es working with hate and frustration.
Shorty had despi sed her. Now he | oathed her even nore, and he had the chance
to finish this particular warrior's tale. Ch, how nuch the little bastard
longed to rip her spine out. Ch, how proudly would he display her bl eached
Soft Meat skull, finally renoved of the counterfeit blooding scar that had
tormented him so

Yeah, buddy, she thought.
Cone and get it, you asshole.
Two spears were not the ideal pairing of instrunents.

In fact, she would have preferred a good hard knife. However, Mchi ko knew
she had to nake do with what she had. Al though a thought occurred to her

The spear shafts were made of wood. She dropped the bl ade of one quickly to
t he ground, then stepped down, hard, upon it.

Snap.

She now had a knife.



She picked it up just as Shorty |unged.

Wth no wasted notion she | eaped, rolled, and cane up several feet clear of
his attack. Seeing an opening, she whacked himacross his buttocks with the
broad side of the spear.

No damage, but doubtless it hurt his pride.

She | aughed and call ed himthe Hunter equival ent of "jackass."

He roared around and canme for her. The nove was expected, but it was so
fast that she had to neet hi m head-on. She narrow y avoi ded the slash of his
bl ades as she sidestepped him She thunped the knife against the back of his
head.

When she cane away, she saw the blood on it. A nasty yell ow green.

She displayed it for the others.

"First blood!" she call ed.

Anything to put this killing machine off bal ance.

Maybe too off bal ance. Before she could recover fromhis |ast |unge, he
| unged agai n.

This time she didn't have tine to dance away.

Shorty whacked into her, and suddenly they were rolling around on the
ground. Not exactly the optinmum position in which to exercise her know edge of
martial arts.

Now it wasn't even street fighting.

It was dirt struggle.

Had he been a nornal -sized Hunter, surely his strength woul d have
overwhel med her immediately. Fortunately, he was not, and she was able to keep
t hose deadly razor-sharp bl ades away. Nonethel ess, when they finished their
roll, he was on top, bearing down, albeit w thout his nmask, which had sonmehow
gotten | oosed in the ruckus.

H s eyes glared evilly, and his mandi bles crawl ed |ike crab spiders
descendi ng upon their prey. Hs bl ood seeped from behind his head, dripping at
her.

"Know that | have killed you." He said the ritual words and brought the
bl ade down toward her neck, struggling against the grip of her right hand.

It was like an unfair armwestling match. Shorty had the right angle for
all the power. Sweat popped out on her brow.

Her other hand. It had the knife. If she could just have a nonent, she
m ght be able to use it, now that the hel met was gone.

The clicking mandi bl es came down.
The burni ng eyes .
The bl ades .

I nches from her eyes and



There was a hi ssi ng sound.
A w sp of snoke.

Machi ko wat ched, astoni shed, as a tiny hole was punched in the side of
Shorty's tenple.

Hi s force bearing down on her was abruptly di m nished, and she did not wait
around to question her opportunity but pulled the spearhead up, around, and
stabbed with all her might at this oblique angle.

The edge of the spearhead thrust up into the soft juncture of chin and
neck, bel ow the mandi bl es.

Up, hard up, through arteries and brain tissue.

Shorty's eyes flanmed and | ooked down with surprise at the warrior he
t hought he had best ed.

Bl ood spurted from his neck

The lights in the eyes struggled to stay lit. They went out, hatred stil
gl aring, denying that Death was com ng.

The nuscl es rel axed, and the Leader of the Hunters dropped upon her
She pushed him of f.
CGot to her feet.

Pul | ed the makeshift knife fromhis throat, ripping out corded vein and
artery and nuscle in a swift coup de grace.

Not necessary, but an effective touch

She brandi shed the gory weapon, the defeated's bl ood runneling down the
bl ade onto her hand and her shirt.

"Victor! To ne, glory!"

She didn't know many phrases in the yautja |anguage, but she knew t he nost
ef fective and necessary ones.

The Hunters raised their own weapons. Not to retaliate, but as a gesture of
acceptance and respect.

She stood there a nonent, taking her due for the victory, a foot squarely
on top of the defeated Shorty.

Wel |, you bastard, she thought. Payback tine.

However, nost of her mind was preoccupied with trying to figure out what
had happened. The other Hunters clearly hadn't noticed the hole burning into
their Leader.

The question was; Were had it cone fronf
She calculated its direction of origin.
Took a qui ck | ook.

And was ast oni shed.



There, | ooking out at her fromthe open bag in which he had been
transported, was Attila the Hun

The android wi nked at her.

What the hell was goi ng on?

Chapter 21

Li vermore Evanston wat ched the creature through the thick glass wall. No
matter how | ong he stared at the things, he could never get enough of them
H s geneticists told himthe same thing was true about the study of their
genetic code, and they had sinilar adjectives to enploy.

Fi endi shly cl ever.

The bug had been drugged by a gas, and the mist of the stuff still clung to
the chitin of its ventral section. This one happened to be a genetic parent to
the altered replicants down in the tanks. There had been another bug, another
batch, but for sonme reason those had not worked out so well. In fact, one had
managed to escape with a gun, of all things. It had | ong since disappeared,
but Evanston had been gratified to learn of its discovery. Apparently the
other nysterious alien life-formthat visited this planet had killed it, which
was just as well.

The bug's helnet-like head stirred. It's secondary jaws were extended, and
Evanston marvel ed at the hard black of its teeth and jaws. The creatures, his
scientists had reported, had the approximate intelligence of dogs. Al as,
however, unlike dogs, they could not be trained. Wien Evanston had bought his
first bug, obtained on Ryushi after the calanmitous infection there, he'd seen
its potential immediately, but the genetic work on it had taken years and an
i ncredi bl e amobunt of nobney. Evanston had seen i mediately that this work could
not be done with the Conpany's know edge. Evanstonville was already in the
works, and so it was a natural choice to establish his bug project there.

He' d searched for a cornerstone of Conquest, and these cybernetic warriors,
surely, were it

Cybernetics: that was the key, and Livernore Evanston had seen
possibilities, if not the actual biotechnical details, inmediately. Breed the
things for higher intelligence, to be connected to hyperneural -tech
transducers and synaptic shunts. Stick on machines, wire up the correct
programs for radio control, design arnmor and weapons.

Result: efficient, alnbst unstoppable warriors of the future.
An arnmy with which to conquer worlds.

In school was where Livernore Evanston had dreamed of conquest. Not
mlitary school, but business school. It had been his hobby. He'd played
conputer war-ganes. He'd fought all the great battles, fromWterloo to
CGettysburg, fromthe Battle of the Bulge to the Battle of the MIIlennium And
as his ties with the Conpany grew, he began to see the potential for his
dreams of absolutely boundl ess power.

The Conpany had little vision. They were bean counters. Evanston, however,
saw t he potential. Economc nmight was just the springboard. Wth the energy of
scientific breakthroughs, all the way fromfaster starships to this nmarvel ous
genetic razzl e-dazzle, the proper kind of mind could unlock the keys to the
uni ver se



Li vernore Evanston knew human hi story.
Humanki nd was destined for this kind of conquest.

If he didn't spearhead this effort through the neans at hand, then surely
sonme other great nmind would. If not this century, then next. The stars were in
reach, but the stars had to be grasped.

The history books were open and there was a gapi ng bl ank there.

If he didn't wite Livernore Evanston in them |arge, then soneone el se
woul d.

And maybe too | ate.

These new races .. . they were frightening, and they had to be nipped in
the bud: get them before they got hunmanity.

What better way to kill themand use the best, nost terrifying qualities of
one of themin the process-than to conmbine theminto one easily controlled
bei ng?

It had been a stroke of genius that had been his genetic engineers', not
his, but he'd hopped onto it quickly and imrediately inplenented it into the
growm h of Evanstonville.

He thought, however, that he'd have nore tine.

Oh, well. He was not a stupid man. Fromthe tinme he was a little boy, under
the tutelage of robots and virtually ignored by his parents, he'd seen life as
a playing field of diverging possibilities.

I f something went wong, you tried another tactic.

It was unfortunate about Noguchi. H s hope for her had been that she would
not only comrand his nercenaries in their efforts to control escaped bugs, but
that she'd seek out and destroy this other race that had visited
Livernorel and. It had been with his discovery of oddnents of alien arnor and
cl ot hi ng upon settling this planet that he'd realized that Evanstonville woul d
need a significant security force, proper fences, and armanment. He knew on a
gut level that she'd dealt with the nonsters before and had betrayed t hem
After a few years of enploy he would gradually introduce the Augnented
Warriors, and she would train them and finally, perhaps, she would even
becorme one of his right-hand general s.

Alas, it was not to be.

She was out in the wild, probably doomed. |If the bugs didn't get her, then
the things she'd betrayed surely woul d. She didn't have her android buddy to
hel p her now, either. The idiot's body was off on one of the scientists
tables. He'd have it dissected and anal yzed later. Right now there were other
things to deal with

As Evanston | ooked at the creature behind the glass, a recurring vision
suddenly rose before him He saw hinself in a proud battleship in space,
conmanding a flotilla of vessels. Fromplanet to planet would these vessels
step, and upon each one, should it not surrender, should he need ground
troops, he had only to let |oose these creatures, controlled from afar-

Let | oose the Dogs of War.



And then he could remake human civilization according to the ideas he knew
were correct.

Hi s personal comm button sounded. He sighed. There were nany things to dea
with before that tine, but oh, when it came, it would be glorious; it would
put all other hunan visions of conquest to shane.

Suddenl y, without warning, as he was about to answer the comm the bug
| eaped.

Leaped at Evanston.

It smashed into the reinforced glass, snarling and shrieking. It was as
t hough it knew the purposes for which its species was bei ng used.

Evanston flinched, but he did not nove. He pressed a button that woul d
sunmon nore gas down upon it and qui et the thing.

Then he answered his comm

Chapter 22
What the hell is going on?" Machi ko demanded.

"I nmentioned before that | was equipped with other “gifts.' |I merely placed
some new programming into effect, accessing new weapons,"” said the head. "I
shoul d explore my circuitry. It really is sonething that | should anal yze."

"Wuld you do that? It's not that I"mungrateful. It's just that | really
woul d like to know what the hell is going on!"

She spoke the words in a terse, urgent voice.
Thi s androi d-what the hell was he? Truly?

She needed to know, and she needed to know right away. There was nothing in
t he manual about | aserbeam support, that was for sure. But, then, he could
proj ect hol ographs. Wiy not deadlier |ight?

They were off by a tree. She had taken the break while the Hunters were
conferring anong thenselves. Clearly, she had bought her life by defeating
Shorty. She'd tried, as best she could, with the few words she knew, with
gestures and mne, to present themwth the facts. They did not seemto
understand entirely, but they were picking up sonething of what she was trying
to comuni cat e.

Now a representative was com ng out.

He was nmuch bigger than Shorty; she just hoped that she didn't have to
fight him

"You are accepted," she thought the creature said. "However, we do not
understand what you are trying to say."

O sonething like that.
A few nore words.
The Hunt.

A state of Oddness.



Bad Hard Meat.

Wel |, at |east they accepted the fact that indeed sonething was rotten in
Blior. Nonetheless, there was still the sane uneasiness with themthat she'd
felt at the beginning of her jaunt with that other pack. Despite her bl ooding
from Broken Tusk, from Dachande, she was still an alien to these creatures and
likely would al ways be.

Nonet hel ess, she was reasonably safe now
She had allies.
Her whole life, in fading apart, had tilted onto the edge again ....

And that, she found now as she | ooked on these creatures and this world
with new eyes, was where she liked it.

"Machi ko," said the head, still within the confines of its carrying bag, "I
believe |I've come up with sonething."

"Look, AH. | appreciate your help, | really do. But I'mthe one who's going
to have to deal with these guys, okay? Maybe you'd better let ne nuddle
through it on nmy own."

"They don't seemto be thoroughly accepting."”

"That's sonmething that 1've had to deal with before . . . and sonething |I'm
going to work on now. "

"I hate to tell you this, Machiko. | can understand them and they're
gi ving you about two hours before they decide to kill you again."
She did a double take. "What . . . ? You understand then?" She was

fl abbergasted. "Some newfound progran®?" Disbelief. Sarcasm
"Yes," said Attila.
"A programthat allows us to speak in the Hunter |anguage,
"Yes."
"Where the hell did you get that? Wiy didn't you tell me about it?"

"I didn't know. | was not programred to explore prograns, and you never
asked me to. You see, in many ways | amnerely a machine. Actually, the
program seens to be some sort of Universal Translator. Fromthe information
you've given ne and what | picked up fromlistening in on the Hunters as

t hey' ve spoken, |'ve been able to pick up deep structure and words. These are
not complex creatures, | think. Their |anguage is not conplicated."

"No. | nean, yes. | nean . . . Attila, anything else you're going to spring
on ne?"

"I don't know. Perhaps you'd better bring ne over to then®"
"A head? Oh, they're going to like that a lot. A talking head."

"Just call me exactly what | am Your assistant. A kind of robotic Sw ss
Arny knife."

The Hunters had stopped tal ki ng.



They were now staring over at them

She had to do sonething, that was for sure.

"Ckay, okay. Let me introduce you to the crew "

She grabbed hi mup and took hi mover

She pointed at himand said sinmply, "Attila."

"Attila," barked back one of the Hunters, his expression unreadable.
"Yes. Attila." She held himup. "Ckay, Attila. Do your stuff."

| mredi ately the android began speaking slowy but clearly. Mchiko
under st ood sone of the words, but the way they were connected was different.

The yautja, however, listened with obviously surprised attention
Well into the explanation, though, she could see they were increasingly
reacting with gestures of rage and challenge. Not toward her or Attila.

Clearly to the information they were bei ng presented.

Finally, after a pause, Attila asked thema sinple question that Mchiko
understood clearly:

"Do you know how this could have happened?"

The Hunters conferred anong thensel ves.

A spokesman stepped forward eventually and said, "Yes."
Then he told themhis tale.

Machi ko listened to it later fromAttila as she sax down by a tree, eating
t he cooked Meat and drinking the water that the Hunters had given her

It was like old tinmes. The rancid snells of the creatures, the ripe, yeasty
taste of their favored neat, the sound of their harsh, grating, challenging
| anguage.

One big difference.
She had herself a translator now.

Only what else did she have on her hands, buried inside that inscrutable
lunmp of circuitry that was Attila the Hun's head?

Only tine would tell. She was payi ng damed cl ose attention

"It does tie together," said Attila. The android head was propped on a rock
with a view of everything, and an ear cocked toward the conversations of the
Hunters, in order to pick up new odds and ends of |anguage to comruni cate

better later. "The oddnents of Predator uniformwe di scovered on Evanston's
ship-"

"Yes, of course. That figures in with the knowl edge they have of the
yautja. |'mnot sure howthat ties in with augnented kai nde amedha. Question
is, Wiere did they get then"

"The answer is sinple enough. Something we shoul d probably have realized
fromthe outset"



"Ckay. I'mall ears.™

"This planet has been in use by the Predators for a long tinme. For Hunting
pur poses. Not just bugs, either, but other beasts. And apparently there
haven't been the slipups that woul d have created a bug world either

"But the bugs are no strangers here."

"Precisely. As for the Hunters, though-apparently, sone years before
Evanston and conpany arrived, the Hunters crashed a ship here. Al aboard were
killed, and the ship was considered a monunment to their lives. The Hunters
left for a while, as is their wont. When they returned to this world, they
di scovered an entirely new situation. This continent had been settled. And the
nmonurrent to their dead had been plundered and taken apart. Al as, there were
apparently preserved bodi es of bugs there too.

"The Hunters bided their time. They watched and waited and, of course,
Hunted. Eventually, they cane to realize what we'd specul ated. They realized
that Evanston was turning this into a hunters' planet: a perfect place for
them an ideal situation in which to operate. They could prey on hunters,
their favorite source of amusenent, a perfect way to derive honor and
excitement fromkills."

"And they killed that augnented bug we found?"

"Yes. But not before it killed their | eader with a gun. Seens to have been
an escapee. Crazy and out of control

"So we can assune that this brand of bugs-let's call themthe "Buggers'-is
not quite perfected yet. The Hunters spoke in rather intuitive terms-no
concrete evidence."

"However, they did not take this news well."

"No. They are incensed. They spoke of revenge, destruction
terror-trophies. They see great honor in store for thenselves here

"And the eradication of a threat to the gal axy," Mchi ko added.

"Yes. They see thenselves as the biggest threat to the galaxy, and that's
apparently the way they want to keep it."

She nodded. "Yes. The yautja, the way | know and | ove them The biggest
badasses on the gal actic bl ock."

"No great intellect here," Attila observed. "However, | didn't care to

poi nt that out."
"And they've agreed to help us."
"Yes. W need to fornmulate a plan that we can present to them™

"We'|| get to that in one nonent,"” Machi ko said. "What we need to talk
about now, though, old chum is this progressive inprovenent in your
abilities.”

"I thought we'd get around to that."
"When | purchased you, you were guaranteed to have been w ped and then

programred to ny specifications. Apparently this is not the case. The question
i s-who are you, Attila? And are you ny friend, still . . . or an eneny?"



A chagrined | ook passed over the face of the android. "A friend. A dear
friend, of course, Machiko."

"An eneny woul d say the sane. What was it your beloved Art of War author
sai d about spies being the nost inportant part of winning a war? It would seem
that you, ny friend, are the spy. The question is, what war am| in?"

"You must realize, this is all newto ne. This progranmi ng has just kicked
in. However, | will try to explain." He sighed, an odd affectation for a
creature without lungs. "There is nore to human civilization than the Conpany

"Yes. OF course. Like Evanston."

"Evanston? Livernore Evanston has deep ties to the Conpany. Who do you
think has allowed himto grow and prosper? He is not independent. He is a
puppet. And, in an ancillary sense, so is the program™

"The Hunter's Worl d?"

"Masquer adi ng the preparation of new warriors to confront threats, to
destroy civilizations that stand in the way of the Conpany's galactic
conquest. Wiy do you think it was so easy for Evanston to get you out of your
contract? Because the Conpany felt you were needed here."

"Okay. Assunming all this is true-where the hell did you cone fron®"

"Machi ko, when you returned fromyour lark with the Hunter Pack, do you
think that your work for the mners on that world was not noted?" Attila
asked.

"OfF course it was noted. That's what saved ny butt. O herw se the Conpany
woul d have crucified ne."

"As | was saying, there is nore to present-day human civilization than just
t he Conpany. There are people, groups of independent thinkers within the
Conpany itsel f-and wi thout, of course-who do not agree with its policies and
phi | osophies for the future of humankind."

"Subversive groups?"

"Yes. And there is a selective group, linking these |oose and very
different people .... | will not burden you with their true name. Call them X
G oup. "

"COkay. X Group. Now what the hell does X Group want with Machi ko Noguchi ?"

"Your maverick tendencies were noted, as well as your loyalty to the human
race. More inportant, your ties with this nysterious race of Hunters were
noted. X Group realized that you had been noted by the Conpany as well-or at
| east by significant nmenbers therein. When you nmade inquiries concerning a
trai ning assistant, an androi d conpani on, that information was noted-and one
was especially programmed for you."

"Narely you."

"Progranmed to hel p you should just this kind of situation becone reality.
But also, ultimately, to contact you and induct you into its cause.”

"Wonderful. And |I'm supposed to believe this garbage?" Mchi ko asked.

"Bel i eve what you like. R ght now | have sourced all ny latent abilities



and am here to hel p you do what you know in your heart is right: Stop this
awful menace to humanity, to civilizations everywhere."

"The Buggers, you nean," she said, nulling the notion over. "Yes, you know,

Attila, | nmust adnmit: | can't think of sonething nore worth stopping. And as
much as | hate working for sone secret subversive group . . . the present
cause seens just and right . . . and about ny only recourse now. "

"So you trust ne, then?"

"You've really given ne no cause not to, have you? Except perhaps hiding
oodl es of information fromne."

"That information was hidden fromne as well,"” Attila pointed out.

"Yeah. So you say." Machi ko | ooked back at the group of Predators. "What
ot her resources do we have besi des these boys?"

"This is not the only group. Al told, they say they nunber fifty."

"Hm Still not a whole lot. There are only fifteen nercenaries, true, but
there are hundreds of armed security forces in Evanstonville. And |'mcertain
that now that they know | know what's happening there, they are going to be on
the cautious side."

"They haven't searched for you."

"No. And probably wi sely," Machi ko said. "Where am | going to go? No place
but back, eventually. The question is, \Wien? The sooner the better." She shook
her head. "The damable thing is, some of the other mercenaries, if they knew
what was going on, would help ne."

"Li ke dearest Ned?"

"Ah, that personality of yours remains sparkling, despite the new
prograns. "

"Twi nkl e twi nkle."

"Yes. Ned Sanchez woul d hel p."

"He's in this for the noney, just |like the others."

"Yes, but there's nore to it, too. You can only take cynicismso far."

"You' re absolutely sure about this?"

"Yes." She shook her head. "How can | communicate with him though?"

"I'f you could communi cate with Sanchez, do you really think he'd help us?
Because, believe ne, we need all the help we can get, brilliant warriors or
no. |'ve got the feeling that even as we speak, Evanston and Zorski are
putting all their trunps in a row, just mcase."

"Yes. Yes, |I'mcertain."

The android head said, "Fine. Because we have a trick up our sleeve as
well. And | can play it tonight."

"I's it a trump?"

The head smiled. "Ch, and nore. That is, if it works."



Chapter 23
Leader!
Bakuub was the Leader now.

As he stood in the stark control roomof his ship, he gloried in his new
position exactly one second, allowing the pride and thrill to swell in his
chest.

Enough.
There was inmportant work to be done.
Bakuub turned to the communi cati ons controller

"Open the lines to all fellows in the vicinity. Be sure it is on a
wavel ength not nmonitored by the oonans."

"Yes, Leader."
Leader!

There were nmonents of static, and then slowy the acknow edgnents of
contact began to cone in.

Finally, when full comrunication was engaged, Bakuub began

"Lar'nix'va is dead. | amthe new Leader of this pack"” He paused for that
information to be assimlated. "The oomans in the settl enent have begun a
dangerous programtransform ng Hard Meat into warriors. It nust be destroyed.
W shall need to join together for a ground assault upon their program under
ny direction."”

Questions poured in. Defiance. Disbelief. Tactical advice.

"The evidence was presented earlier. W cannot utilize our ships. The
ai rways above the settlenment are secured by weapons we cannot match. However
we have allies within the conpound." He paused for a nonment and his nmandi bl es
clicked dramatically, like the clashing of daggers. "It shall be a Hunt of
Great Honor, Great Gory, | promse you."

G owl s and snarls of enthusiasm

This was | anguage that the yautja packs understood.

Chapter 24
The sun set.

Al day |ong Machi ko Noguchi, expecting sonme sort of attack at any nonent,
had watched it rise in the sky, then slip down through the afternoon. She
requested a scout be set up. The yautja had assented. Silent and inconspi cuous
surveillance, after all, was one of their specialties.

However, there was no sign of active pursuit.

According to the relay of information, another scout had seen a coupl e of
copters trolling through the air, but this was absolutely casual conpared to
the kind of nmilitary manuevers that she was expecting.

There was not hing nore, though, and it nade her a little nervous.



VWen the | ast of the sunlight slipped down over the edge of this beautiful
worl d, the new Leader of the yautja, the warrior naned Bakuub, came to them
He inforned themthat the warriors were ready and that they would prefer to do
battl e as soon as possi bl e.

"Please, Attila. Explain to himthat the preparations are not quite ready."

Attila had acquired a nuch | arger vocabul ary that day, and by now he was
able to speak with greater facility and di pl omacy. Nonetheless, it did not
take much understanding of his |anguage to realize that Bakuub was not happy
at the news.

The warriors were straining at the bit. They hungered for action. They
| onged to avenge this slight upon the sanctity of their place in the universe.

Eventual | y, Bakuub went away, but only after a great deal of reassurance
that soon they'd be on their way to scoop up many trophies.

They had collected, all told, fifty Predators for the attack This was not
as many as Machi ko woul d have liked, but at least it represented severa
packs. Against this kind of opposition, they certainly would need nore than a
pack, no matter how excellent their battle skills were.

"Look, | don't know how | ong we're going to be able to stall these guys,"
sai d Machi ko. "Wat's going on back at Evanstonville?"

Even t hough she'd had sone sleep during the day, she felt tired. Unusually
tired and ill at ease, and eager to get at this thing herself. They'd spent
half the night planning it with the help of Ned Sanchez and the three others
he had corralled to take part in the rebellion. She'd been surprised that he'd
been able to get so many. Dick Daniels hadn't been difficult. Fromthe very
begi nning the man had not liked this particular setup. "Fishy to the extrenge"
were the words he'd used. It was Daniels, though, who' d seen the opportunistic
val ue of a rebellion such as this. "Shit. You knock out this crappy
genetic-1ab operation, you whack the bosses-you're in charge. You got the
spaceshi ps, you got the whole friggin' world. I've always wanted a world to
nysel f."

Machi ko had pointed out that this was not at all their goal that they
simply wanted to stop the obscene and dangerous genetic engi neering. She
hadn't nentioned the Conpany subversives. They had a big hunp to get over. If
they got over it, they'd figure out the rest later. However, it was the "even
nore riches" line that Daniels used on MacCraken and Marino, and Machi ko was
gl ad he had, because it worked. Not that Lou and Jimwere not appalled at the
truth of what was happening here-they were sinply nmercenaries, with a taste
for oot and adventure. It had taken a very long tinme, through the medi um of
Attila' s burned body, to explain the situation, to convince them Finally,
what it came down to Was cold, hard cash. Nonetheless, their roles in the
rebellion could be mniml, though vital. She and Sanchez, along with the
horde of yautja, could deal with the principal part of the operation. But they
were going to need sone serious help in getting to that point alive.

"What's going on back in Evanstonville?" said the head of Attila the Hun
"Just about the sane thing as when you asked ten minutes ago."

"“Yes, but when do you think we can be ready?"

"You're going to have to ask Sanchez yourself, because | certainly don't
know. "

"But where is Sanchez?"



"Qut getting ready, | suppose-"

"Look, | know it takes a great deal of effort, but could you please tune
back in and see if he's gotten back to Operations Headquarters?"

"Operations Headquarters" was a tool shack behind the garage which they
were using for a base.

"All right, all right. Hold your horses."

The light in Attila's eyes nmonmentarily dimed as he nade the necessary
i nt erneural connections.

They bri ght ened agai n.

"There. |I'mthrough. You can speak," said the android.
"He's back?"
"Yes."

Machi ko | eaned closer to Attila's head, which served as her nicrophone in
t hese communi cati ons.

" Sanchez?"

"Yes, Machiko." H s voice sounded weary.

"How s it goi ng?"

vl

"Good. What tine tonight can we nake the raid?"

There was a pause. "Look, Mchiko. I'mnot so sure that tonight's the right
tinme."

"What! Why not ?"

"Zorski called in all the troops. They're patrolling. Armed to the teeth.
It's like they're expecting you or sonmething. It's hard to coordinate this
because they've got us out there too."

“You nean it's inpossible."

"I didn't say that. It's just that-well, we were up nost of |ast night, and
we're pretty damed tired."

She thought about this. Not good. On the other hand, she had the pack of
Preds in fighting trimand ready to go. Nothing worse than a huffy, inpatient

pack-and there were numerous packs here. Hell, they'd start fighting with each
ot her!!

"Look, | can synpathize. I'mtired, you're tired. But you've got stins,
right?"

"Sure."

She sighed. "Then you're going to have to use them because it's gotta be
toni ght."

Anot her pause.



"COkay. You're the boss here. | guess I'mgoing to have to go with what you
say, Noguchi."

"When can you have the setup ready?"
"No earlier than nidnight."
"Mdnight's a little too dead-on. Let's nake it a half hour later."

"You got it.

She was hal f expecting nore conplaints. Wen she got a positive answer, she
was taken aback, but relieved.

"As pl anned?"

"As pl anned."

"Fine. W'll count on you. And you know what to do if there's any problem"”
"Twi st this body's right hand off."

"Yes, but only in an enmergency. | think it's going to be as hard to get
back on as the head."

She swi tched off.
"You had to remind ne," said Attil a.

"Look, pal. You had better hope we get you and your erstwhile body into the
sane room together eventually," said Mchiko.

"Ch, that's all right. I've always been rather cerebral anyway.,'
"Attila?"

"Yes."

"Heads up."

She tossed himin the air like a basketball, caught himon the way down.

"You're the kind of gal who tries a poor android's soul, Mchiko."
She grinned, feeling a little better

"Thanks. I'mstarting to appreciate better that you' ve got a pretty speci al
one, Attila."

"One favor, then, Machiko-that is, if we get through all this?"
"Yes?"

"Can | get a new nane? | think I'mgoing to want to di sassoci ate nyself
totally fromthis war business.”

She | ooked over at the group of yautja, fencing and sparring and exercising
in the glow of their l|anterns beneath the cover of their bower.

She took a deep breath.

"I think I know exactly what you nean," said Machi ko Noguchi



At m dnight they net at the base behind the garage.
Sanchez.

Dani el s.

MacCr aken.

Mari no.

Gstensibly, they had turned in for the night in their roons at the
barracks, pleading exhaustion after a | ong day's work. As nercenaries, they
were not under any particularly strict mlitary pattern, cut off fromthe rest
of the security forces, especially now that their |eader had gone rogue.
However, Sanchez had figured that it would be best for the operation if anyone
in even vague authority believed that they were presently visiting slunberland
and not planning outright and total rmutiny.

Sanchez drew in a lungful of snoke fromhis cigarette. "All right," he
said. "Are we all clear on our orders? Have we all got the equi pnent we need?"

"You bet," said Lou MacCraken, holding up his conmpact but quite effective
i ncendi ary device. It had been progranmed personally by Sanchez for maxi num
pyrot echni cs, maxi num noi se. "Gee, | always wanted to bl ow sonething up."

"You want nine, too?" said Marino, |ooking down with extrenme m sgivings at
hi s own devi ce.

Si nce Sanchez doubted these two soldiers' abilities the nost, he'd given
them the sinplest things to do.

Al'l they had to acconplish was a sinple jaunt to an area on the southern
perimeter of the settlenent, farthest fromthe biogenetics |ab. Here they
woul d set their bonmbs by the force-field enplacenents. They woul d bl ast away
the perinmeter barrier with maxi numeffect, |eaving a gaping hole in the
prelimnary defenses.

Many troops would then disperse to neet with presuned attackers.
However, they would find nothing.

Meanti me, Sanchez and Daniels would go to the appropriate section of the
perinmeter fence itself and turn that off quietly and discreetly. Fortunately,
Di ck Daniels had the circflow experience to acconplish this, w thout a great
deal of trouble. "You just gotta know which fuse to fry,"” he'd explained. Even
Attila had agreed this was the proper tactic.

At that point Machi ko would lead the Predators to the |ab
The rest woul d conme naturally.

She'd instructed themas to the lab's layout. They'd be equi pped with
pl asma bl asters, not just sharp weapons.

It seened to Sanchez a bit of a suicide mission on the part of the aliens.
He just knew they couldn't acconplish this on their own.

"You haven't seen these guys working as a group before,"” Machi ko had said,
adding that it would probably be best if all four just stayed out of the way
and canme to clean things up when it was over

Al four seened to think this was a narvel ous notion



"What about the other guys?" said Lou

"They're getting paid for fighting. They're going to earn their noney,"

said Dick Daniels. "If all goes well, they'll survive, and Evanston and the
others won't-or will be taken prisoner. At which point we'll be the ones who
will offer the fighters noney. And they'll be our nercenaries.”

"Whi ch neans, as our own bosses, we're just going to have to pay ourselves
doubl e, right?" said Marino cheerfully.

"Hey. Just don't fry your goddamm chickens till they're hatched," Daniels
sai d.

"Yeah, sonething like that" Ned Sanchez got up. He started to distribute
t he weapons and anmo and equi pnent he'd swi ped fromthe nearby magazine.

"Everybody know what they've got to do?"
They all knew.
"Everybody got your conmms on the prearranged frequency?"

Nanely, one that Zorski's nmen would be able to pick up, accidentally or on
pur pose. Daniels had done the handi work on that one, the sly fell ow.

"Good," said Sanchez. "W've got a newjob to do, and |'"'mhere to tell you
it feels a lot better than the one we were stuck in before. Now, let's go do
it and live to tell the story over sone beers."

They charged out into the night.

Chapter 25
Ti me?"
"One hal f hour after m dnight."

Machi ko Noguchi | ooked around at the Hunters gathered inpatiently behind
the car. They |ooked startling in the dimnmoonlight, like primtive gods
sprung up from ashes of past bonfires, wild and slavering for revenge. The
ni ght snelled of blood and horror, and her heart beat with adrenaline and with
pur pose.

" Bakuub?"

She gestured in a questioning challenge nmethod, a kind of stirring notion
neant to bring up a fellow s bl ood, charge himw th kinship and all the finer
poi nts of bonded honor.

"We hunger for it!" proclaimed the Leader of the Predators, his snarling
voi ce muffled through his mask. He pounded his hand blaster on his arnor. A
stream of words came out that Mchi ko did not quite recognize.

"Destruction to the outrage and the perpetrators of this abom nation,"
Attila interpreted.

"My sentinents exactly," returned Machi ko.

She thunbed a switch on the car's control panel. The notor throbbed to
life. Her senses were so keen now, she instantly snelled the engine discharge.

"Al'l right," she said. "All we have to do nowis wait for the diversion."



They wai t ed.

This waiting seemed to be a bit of a strain upon the Predators. They had
ceased their warni ng maneuvers and now stood tall and still against the night,
ready for the Hunt, but Machi ko could sense their inpatience, their bloodl ust.
They woul d as soon charge the settlenent now, diversion or no diversion, but
their patience and obedience to their new Leader held themin check

The sane patience of lions, hanging back in the bushes, waiting for the
proper tinme to lunge and give chase to a herd of antel ope.

Problemwas, this time the herd of antel ope was heavily arned!
"What time is it?"

"Two and a half minutes late," answered Attila.

"What the hell is taking thenP"

"There's no way to tell. They're all out-lI hope doing their jobs."
Anot her noment passed.

"Dam-tit," said Machiko. "This is what we get for using a dammed body as a
radio. There's no way to carry it around with you."

"A relay systemcoul d have been concocted, but it would have been difficult
to regul ate. No, Machi ko. Have confidence. You have chosen your allies well.
They are good soldiers."

Machi ko | ooked yearningly toward the settl enent.

Its taller buildings were in its center, and they gleaned in the noonlight,
the small er outlying buildings huddl ed around themlike children gathered
around parents. The genetic factory was one of the farther buildings to the
northwest, but it was to the west that the attack party was skul king; this was
the portion of the fence that Daniels clainmed could be nost easily
deact i vat ed.

Then, as though in answer to her nental commands, the diversion began

The bright flare of an incredibly incandescent expl osion | eaped up fromthe
far side of the settlement, like a knife in the sky.

Monment s | ater anot her separate expl osion of radiance, slightly nore anber
and j agged, shot up-a rocket flare, wthout the rocket.

Yes!

Machi ko cal |l ed out, "Advance!" raising her hand at the sane tinme: the
agr eed- upon senmphore.

They noved out.
"Ch, ye of little faith," said Attila

As though in agreenment the thunderous sound of the initial explosion
finally reached them The second echoed soon after, even | ouder

"Ah!" said Machi ko. "That should get their attention. That should bring
their forces to that side. Meanwhile, we go in through the side closer to the
factory."



There were two Predators lying on top of the roof riding shotgun, and the
added wei ght sl owed the vehicle down sonewhat. However, as fast as the
Predators were, they still clearly struggled to keep up. They did not
conpl ain. The fighting frenzy was upon them and they had plenty of strength
and energy to draw upon

Less than a kil oneter separated the fence and the factory.
When they reached the perineter, Machi ko noticed a shinmer.
Her heart |eaped into her throat.

VWat -were the force fences still up?

What had happened to Sanchez, goddanmit?

However, as they got closer, she could see that a section of the fence was
down, and two figures were gesturing at them

Sanchez and Dani el s, wavi ng guns.

"Come on, cone on!" Daniels yelled. "There's a damed good chance,
di version or no diversion, they' ve spotted you on sensors.”

"I thought you took care of that," said Mchiko.
"l did. You just never know. "

The two opened the back door and hopped into the backseat while the car was
still moving.

"Hey! | thought you two were going to stay out of this part. | thought that
was the agreenment.”

"Hell with it," said Sanchez. "You go, we go."

"Yeah," said Daniels. "Anyway, | want to see what they've got in there
bef ore you and your weird aliens blowit all up."

Machi ko had about one nmonent of consternation and concern, which instantly
changed to appreciation and a land of hard, flinty, steely love. A conradely
| ove born of brethren in arns.

"Ckay, it's your butts. Of we go-"
"The Alien Mbile!" said Daniels.

Sanchez said nothing. He just got his gun out as Machi ko haul ed ass toward
the factory

"So there you are," said Daniels, |eaning his brawny vi sage over the seat
and regarding Attila's head, snuggly fitted between two boxes so that it
woul dn't roll around. "I nust say, it's been dammed strange working with that
headl ess body of yours, buddy."

"You think it's been strange for you? You' re not the one who's counting on
Machi ko Noguchi for transportation. | am not the dependent sort."

"You' ve been a godsend, I'Il tell you that. Wat else can this android body
of yours do?"

"That's sonething that | amfinding constantly surprising," answered the



andr oi d head.

"Well, for the record, in contrast to these hunting behenoths | find nyself
surrounded by, you're M. Normal." Daniels |ooked around. "Hey! Were the
hell'd they go?"

"They' ve put their invisibility devices on. If you | ook at them
peripherally, you'll notice a blurring of their formas the |ight bends around
them"

"Jeez. Yeah. You're right. These are sone high-tech whizzes for such
bar bari an-brains. "

"Who knows where they got it?" said Machi ko, shruggi ng. "Maybe they stole
it. Maybe they have scientists.”

"Heads up," said Ned Sanchez. "Factory dead ahead-and it |ooks |ike, for
all our efforts, they still have a welcom ng party."

Li vernore Evanston was expecting sonething like this.

Nonet hel ess, when it came, it cane nore spectacularly than he'd expected

And frominside the conpound.
H s instruments told himthat.

He'd anticipated an attack sonetinme this evening, and so, after taking a
I ong nap, enjoying a steambath and a first-rate therapeutic nmessage, he'd
canped out here, in his state-of-the art war room

Even though Blior was situated in the niddle of nowhere, he'd al ways been
aware of its military future, and so one of the first things he' d constructed,
in the basenment of his central fortress, was a personal bunker, linked to the
topside worl d by the nost sophisticated sensor and conmuni cation system
possi bl e. Here he was safe and snug fromany kind of attack, shielded behind
firmlayers of pernacrete, and steel. At his fingertips was a weal th of
weapons.

Still, for all its shimering conpl eteness, Livernore Evanston hadn't
expected to be using it this soon

Nervousl y, he snacked on his own special blend of spiced, salted nuts for
the energy and stanina he felt he was going to need, even though he'd packed
ina full dinner that night, supplemented by vitanm ns and tonics, mnus his
usual doses of alcohol. Cigar funes hung about himnow as he stared out his
screen, watching as the light of the expl osions reached for the nighttine sky.

"Dam, " he said. "They're breaking into the south perineter."

"We're dispatching forces to deal with it, sir," said Zorski, via radio.

"Yes, of course. But watch out," said Evanston after the conputer analysis
floated up on the screen. "Those blasts came fromw thin the fence."

" Sabot eur s?"
"Got to be."

n mn.n "



"Look," Evanston said, "there's no reason to | eave the principal thing
we're worried about unguarded. Just put out an exploratory force to see if
there's really anything coming in. It can always be reinforced if necessary.”

"Evanston. We've got people out here-civilians. Guests."

"G ve themguns. Tell themit's a part of the show we're experimenting
with-and just might get out of hand. If they' re not security, just have them
shoot at anything that | ooks like a nonster or Machi ko Noguchi fromthe
wi ndow. "

"Yes, sir,"
glib?"

said Zorski. "But don't you think you're being a little too

"I wouldn't be glib, Zorski, if I didn't think that this wasn't sonething
we could deal with."

"That's a fine thing to say when you're tucked in safe and tight where you
are."

"Ah-do | detect a hint of insubordination? May |I rem nd you, Zorski, that
you're one of the architects of this great plan, and every bit as enneshed as
| ?"

"Frankly, I wish | was enmeshed down there with you right now "

"Zorski, Zorski." He m ght have been saying "Tsk, tsk." "Rewards demand
ri sks. This has never been a sure or safe enterprise. And yet its rewards will
be astronom cal ."

Zorski sighed. "Right. No tine to bicker."

"Time to fight. Time to solve problens. I'Il be here, the voice of
experience, nmonitoring, controlling the vital elenents that need controlling.
And believe you me, Zorski. If worst cones to worst, |I'lIl be out there with a

bl aster pack strapped to ny back."
"Yeah. Right. I'Il believe that when | see it."
Communi cat i on ceased.
Evanston turned back to his equipnent, glittering and shining conpetently.
He just wished he actually felt as confident as he sounded.

Anyway, there were far nore effective neasures that could be taken than
strappi ng a weapon on hinsel f.

The t hought nmade him smile.

He al nost hoped it would come to those neasures. The results could solve a
great deal of testing.

Humrming an aria to hinself, his hands began to tap enphatically across
control s.

Chapter 26
Li ghts.

They bl azed on with unexpected brilliance.



It was as though a batch of stars had suddenly settled down upon the sides
and top of the building that held the biolab factory and then bl azed their
light in shafts toward the approaching troops.

Machi ko Noguchi had been in raiding parties before with the yautja, of
course, but she'd never been in an actual planned nilitary nmaneuver against an
arned opponent.

She was running this one by the seat of her pants.

So she was surprised that the exactly correct thing sprang to her I|ips,
even as fire began to rip through the newy brightened night.

She pointed. "Kill lights!"
The result was i medi ate, and shockingly effective.

The alien rifles went off alnbst as one, hurling plasma and | aser beans
wi th pinpoint accuracy. Mdst of the lights were elimnated. Crash of
pl asgl ass. Trickle-tinkle down the sloping sides of the factory.

"Okay, we're out of here," said Daniels.
"You know what to do," said Sanchez to Machi ko.
"You bet."

The two nercenaries |eaped fromthe car and began to fire at the gaggl e of
security forces

A coupl e of themwent down inmediately.

The rest returned fire, but it was clear that they were not highly trained.
They shoul d have had some sort of cover-instead they were out in the open
behaving |i ke total idiots.

Machi ko wasn't really surprised at this. It was Attila who had pointed out
that there hadn't been any military operations on Blior in decades, and many
soldiers sinply were not trained in the basics. It certainly wasn't just a
matter of standing in the open, firing at the attacker

Machi ko didn't conpl ain, though
Certainly, she was al so surprised at the Predators.

They behaved like a crack unit, working together seam essly. Like a bunch
of well-trained Trojans. These guys had a nilitary background, no question. It
wasn't just Hunting. Was it in their traditions, their training-or their
genes?

Her job, however, was not to dawdl e about and gawk.
As driver of the car, she had specific goals.

She watched as the intense fire of the attackers cut a swath through the
def enders. The security forces wisely beat a retreat, |eaving an opening just
the right size for her.

She checked her safety harness, then grabbed Attila and stuffed himtightly
bet ween her | egs.

"I suppose | should get a thrill out of this," said his nuffled voice from



bet ween her t highs.

"Just get set for a different kind of thrill," she said.
She gunned the accel erator

The ski mrer skipped ahead with the last reserves of its power. Mchi ko kept
low, and it was a good thing. Bullets splattered through the side w ndows,
raining her with gl ass.

She kept on, though, aimng for her objective.

When she and Attila had run their reconnaissance, the first thing they'd
done was to scope out the exterior of the building. Fromher menory of that
survey, Machi ko had cal cul ated which of the doors into the main hall would be
t he weakest.

It was toward that door that she streaked now.

She gui ded the car as best she could, angling it just so-and then braced
for the crash.

It came, just as expected, but with a fury and viol ence that could never be
prepared for.

Upon inpact the crashfoamgrew, and just in tine,
The wi ndshield shattered, and the front of the skimrer crunpled.
So did the door ahead of her

This portion of the factory had not been built to withstand assault and was
not reinforced. The fourwheel er smashed t hrough. One door was torn off its
hi nges. The ot her smashed down onto the ground beyond.

Braki ng was not necessary.

The skimrer snmashed into a cenment stanchion-and-girder arrangenment a few
yards in, bringing it to a halt.

"Damed good job if | say so nyself," said Machiko.

She grabbed Attila's head by its hair in one hand, and with her gun in the
ot her, kicked open the door and hopped out.

Next stop: those tanks, and their Hellish contents.

Li vernore Evanston watched on his screen as Machi ko Noguchi's car snashed
t hrough the door into the main portion of the biolab factory.

Li vernore Evanston was not eati ng.

"More troops
shout ed.

he said. "Get me some nore troops into this breach," he

"I"mworking on it," said Zorski. Her voice seened to have lost its

conposur e.
Breaking into the factory was not difficult, and was expected.

However, the suddenness of the breakthrough was not expected.



There had been no tine to maneuver nore troops around.

Noguchi and this strange arny were acting |ike kam kazes, not sol diers.
They seened to have absolutely no regard for their own |lives, which was not
sonet hing that Evanston had anticipated. It broke all the rules he knew of
comon sense, all he'd studied about war in school

Li vernore Evanston swiveled in his chair.
He exam ned his options.

"Surround the building with any avail abl e troops, Zorski. But don't go
inside. 1've got other options available."

Eyes canting up to take in the action as the hordes of invisible Predators
swar med through the opening that the skimer had just bashed into the factory,
Evanston bided his tine above the proper controls. He could see the
di sturbances their devices nade in the air, sone inprints in the ground
vaguely determ ning their nunbers.

He bided his tinme until the alien warriors would be unable to escape.
And if, for sone reason, they could

Well, the rest of his soldiers would be waiting out there for them
No.

Thi ngs were not that bad at all

Machi ko wat ched as the horde noved in, cleanly and efficiently, weapons
cocked and ready for action

Bakuub stepped up to her.

"That's the entrance, down at the other end of the building," she said,
poi nti ng.

Bakuub got the gist of the nessage and gestured accordingly toward his
conpani ons.

They started advanci ng upon their objective.

"This is nost satisfying," said Attila am d the sound and fury comng from
out si de.

"I don't know," said Machiko. "It's al nbst too easy."
"Nothing is easy in war. You take your victories where you find them™
"Did you warn them about possible traps?"

"They al ready anticipate such According to Bakuub their nmotto is something
li ke “Take things as they cone.' "

"Yes," said Machiko. "I know that all too well. Well, come on. W night as
well get into the action."

She stuffed the head into the strap pocket that she'd prepared especially
for him cocked her gun, and then began to advance warily.

Attila' s head swng on her side |ike sone bizarre baby.



A voice called out from behind her. "Machiko."
She turned around.

It was Sanchez.

"Sanchez. What's the situation outside?"

"d ad you're okay."

"Ch, | used to weck my cars all the tine. I"'mreal good at it. Too bad
don't have insurance now, though."

"I don't think anyone's going to sue. Daniels is out there guarding the
back, and a good thing. I'"'mgoing to have to join himsoon. Al the Hunters
seemto feel the party's in here."

"Yeah. They tend to be like that."

"No conplaint. They seemto know their stuff. Better than the security
forces. They've nmade |i ke pea soup and split."

"Now you get tal kative!"
"It's the excitenent."

"Ckay, they're probably just regrouping. | want you and Daniels to get in
here and guard our backs. What about MacCraken and Mari no?"

"On the lamafter the fireworks."

"Fine. No reason to stick their heads in where they m ght get them bl own
of f. They've done their jobs, even though a little late." She patted himon
the butt. "Go on out there, hero. It's good to fight with you."

"Thanks." He ski pped on out, calling for Daniels.

"How touching," said Attila.

"Gve ne a different tine, a different place, peace, and a bed, and you'l
see sone touchy-feely "

"Pl ease, don't subject ne."

"Then be nice." She turned around to see what kind of progress the
Predat ors were naki ng.

They had sl owed a good deal, cautiously making their way toward the
entrance of the sealed-off |ab that Machi ko had pointed out.

Suddenly a boomi ng voice blasted fromceiling speakers.

"Wl come, marauders,” proclainmed the anplified tones of Livernore Evanston
"Wl comre, Machi ko Noguchi. Welcone to a lovely trap!"

Chapter 27

The yautja stopped. Raised their weapons as though to blast at the voice.
They restrai ned thensel ves, however.

And then continued on their way.



"I would sincerely advise against that action!" suggested the voice
i mperiously.

The Predators ignored him heading for the door
"Noguchi! Warn them They nust stop, or they will be sorry!"

"I don't think that these folks have that particular word in their
vocabul ary, Evanston."

"You know, darling, you never even gave us the time to talk. | could have
expl ai ned a great deal, and we could have had an even nore mutually benefici al
al liance."

"CGee, you know, that m ght have been a real possibility-if you hadn't bl own
up ny partner and tried to kill ne!"

"That wasn't nme. That was ny security system which you should have known
woul d be in place and progranmed to take defensive neasures." Evanston's voice
reeked with sel f-righteousness.

"l don't think, you lying nonster, we would have had nuch to tal k about,
anyway. "

"You may have nmade too nany assunptions about my program Machiko. It is
for the best interests of humanity! You want to stop us from achi eving our
destiny?"

"I'f it's doing sonething stupid and dangerous and pl ain insane |ike what
you're doing in there-then yes!"

"You are a traitor!"

"Ckay, so arrest me. Lynch nme. Watever you want, Evanston-but first you
have to get through ny friends here.”

The Predators were al ready pounding and blasting at the entrance doors to
the secret |ab.

As they worked, a green m st began to plunme fromthe doors, folding in upon
t hem and t hrough the chanber.

Laughter drifted and echoed down fromthe speakers.

"You're a fool, Noguchi. You'll soon be surrounded by the well-trained
security forces you managed to divert. What do you hope to acconplish?"

"Destroy this abom nation!"

"Well, haven't we becone the torch-bearing villager approaching the castle
of Frankenstein? Perhaps if you'd attenpted this a nonth ago, you night have
had nmore success. Unfortunately for you, what you sawin the lab is only the
process."

The sound of gears.
The sound of doors openi ng.
"We've had plenty of excellent results.”

The sound of boots clopping toward them fromthe other side of the chanber
figures noved through the nist.



Emer ged.

Machi ko gasped.

"Ch, dear," said Attila, peering out of his little hanmock.

"May | introduce you to our new warriors," said the voice of Livernore
Evanston. "We have twenty up and on-line. | think they'Il do very nicely.
Aren't they stunning? They'll do humanity proud."

A cl ank.

A creak of chitin and arnor and equi pnent.

The famliar, stomach-wenching smell of acid.

"And now we shall deal with invading vernin, eh?" said Evanston

The new arrivals attacked.

There was a boom ng of speakers and voices inside, but Ned Sanchez coul dn't
make out nuch from where he and Dick Daniels were entrenched behind a

permacr et e outbuilding, guarding the flanks of the operation

"They're not conming in," said Daniels. "The bastards are just formng up
out there, waiting for sonething."

There had been a few who'd rushed in, but Sanchez and Daniels had toasted
them properly, and they'd scurried back to douse their tails in buckets of
wat er or what ever.

O herwi se, they weren't doi ng anyt hing.

"They're not shelling 'cause they don't want to hurt the building, if they
can avoid it."

"O what's in the building."

"I don't like the Iooks of it. W should be in there and out by now It's
going to take a lot to get through those guys!"

"W got in because we've got sone pretty fierce fighters on our side. Take
my word for it. Machi ko knows her stuff."

"She was one of the survivors on Ryushi. | just hope that's not the case
here," said Daniels.

"What ? You want to have your cake and eat it?"
"You bet."

"Me too."

There was some sort of commotion within.

A seepage of mist.

"Somet hin' sure as hell stinks in there," said Daniels. He nade a face.
"Literal | y"

"Yeah." Sanchez gl anced uneasily toward the security forces, hunkered
behi nd their vehicles.



"Look, you better get your butt in there and see what the hell is going
" said Daniels. "I'll keep the arny guessing.”

on,
Anot her clatter. The sounds of blasting fromwthin.
"Yeah. Right. Thanks."

Sanchez patted his fellow on the armand then made a qui ck dash for the
openi ng of the buil ding.

No one shot at him
As he entered, he inmediately felt a raw blast of intuition
Somet hi ng was very w ong.

He saw, first, Machi ko Noguchi, standing tall but with a sonewhat cowed
expression on her face. The face dangling below her-Attil a's-appeared equally
upset .

He turned in the direction of what they were facing, and saw the probl em
i medi at el y.

"Jesus!" he said.

Though there was absol utely nothing holy about what he was | ooking at.
"Exactly," spat Machiko.

A trapdoor had opened in her chest, and her heat had fallen through.

"W've got nore than we bargained for, |I think," said Attila "I just hope
your boys are as good as you say."

What they had witnessed growing in that bubbling nutrient tank only hinted
at the true nonstrosities that glowered over themnow, outfitted fully for
killing and destruction

They were the Buggers.

Bi gger than normal bugs, they towered over the Predators, arnored and
outfitted with cyborg exoskel etons and extensions, with several arns, al
hol di ng weapons of various kinds, fromblasters to spears and kni ves.

Nor were they all identical

Sone | eaned nore toward Queenhood, drool dripping down fromtheir
razor-sharp fangs, claws curiously tangled with weapons in awkward gri ps.

Sone | ooked al nost exactly like normal Hard Meat, fromclaws to shells to
fang- ended head-tubi ngs. However, netallic extensions wapped around these:
focusi ng ocul ars.

These Bugs coul d see.

Al'l, however, noved stiffly, without the fluidity of their counterparts.

These were not tested npdels, Machi ko realized.

These were creatures that had just been put on duty today, and hastily at
t hat .



This was their first testing.

And that was their one hope.

Wth this realization Mchiko called out to Bakuub

The Predator immedi ately began to strike back toward t hem
Machi ko conmmuni cated her perceptions quickly to Attila.

"Tell him Tell himthere's hope-but his people nmust fight quickly and
agilely."

Attila did so imediately and fluidly, also adding his own particul ar
strategic insights.

The Predator traipsed back to his crew, speaking rapidly and gesturing.
The group split up.

"Thank you, Evanston,- cried out Machi ko Noguchi. "We don't have to go in
there to destroy them now"

She lifted her blaster and fired at the cl osest one.
It was a good shot.

She hadn't fired to kill. She had a good angl e on what appeared to be an
openi ng: an uncovered portion of the front nost monster's |eg.

The bl ast caught the thing in the knee joint. It emtted a high-pitched
squawki ng and tunbled in the path of the others in a squabble of |inbs and
ar nor .

Like formation fighters, the Predators split and began to attack

The nonsters seenmed taken by surprise at the fall of the forenost.
Nonet hel ess, they ainmed their guns and began to fire as well.

A Predator was caught full in the chest and bashed across a table like a
toy, crashing out of sight. However, a nmonent |later it popped back up like a
burned j ack-in-the-box and charged again, firing at its adversary.

The Buggers were nore inpressive physically than kinetically; however, they
were not w thout power and cunning in battle. Nonetheless, there was a feeling
of inexperience and confusion to their nobnstrous visages, a tentativeness to
t he novenents.

And why not? They were, after all, fresh out of the vat, so to speak, arned
with artificial nmenory and directed from afar

The Hunter in Machi ko sensed this.

She intuited that the Predators sensed this as well. She could see hand
noti ons and clipped commands. C unps of them broke apart, refornmed
differently.

The fallen Bugger rolled away, and the others hurled past, eager to tear
apart their prey. They were net with cross blasts from unexpected angl es. For
a nonent their ranks held, but then, when two of their nunmber literally blew
up under the bl aster onslaught, they retreated. These cl ose quarters were not
what they were programed to fight in. And whoever was commandi ng t hem wasn't



doi ng the proper job.
Nonet hel ess, it was a bl oody, nasty nel ee.
| nexperi enced t hough they m ght be, the Buggers were still fighting
nmachi nes, and they fought with a fearsome col dness that held the worst and the

deadl i est of both races.

Nonet hel ess, the Predators were fighting nachines as well, and fighting
machi nes that now, in a contest not just for honor but for survival, fought
with a single will and absolutely incandescent geni us.

Machi ko had never seen the like.
Nor, apparently, had Ned Sanchez.
He stood there, gawking.

"Cet down," order Machi ko, taking her own advice and parking herself behind
a hi gh-backed | ab table.

"Shoul dn't we hel p?"
"We' || just get ourselves killed now "
Anyway, Sanchez would. She'd run with a pack before and coul d probably neld

her instincts into the group m x. Sanchez couldn't; he would probably get
caught in the buzz saw of action and get ripped to pieces.

He got down as well, though he peered out at the action with great
i nterest.
"My God, |'ve never seen anything like this. Tal k about berserkers.™

The Predators were fighting with a grace and precision that bordered on
bal |l et. They sonehow knew just the right nonments to dodge, just the right
nonents to fire, just the right nonments to advance.

They were defeating the eneny, an eneny programed only for victory.

"Evanston bungled this project," said Machiko. "He didn't realize how
stupid the bugs are, and that's programed into these creatures as well."

"What -you' re saying they were no threat?" said Sanchez. "That we're doing
this for nothing?"

"Ch, no. He could certainly make refinenents, |'m sure. Nonethel ess,
fearsone and nasty as they are, they don't have the thousands of years of
practice that the yautja have."

"Woul d sonmeone please tell me what's happeni ng?" said Attil a.

"W're winning," said Machiko. "As far as | can tell."

Fromthe | ooks of things, there were five of the twenty hybrids down, and
only a couple of Predators. The Buggers were backing up toward the exit they

had cone from

This retreat could not have cone fromtheir genetic programm ng. Retreat
was a human notion. Evanston nmust be backi ng them away, hoping to reform

And then sonet hing odd happened.



"Dammit!" said Evanston
Sweat was dripping fromhis brow.

Frantically, he engaged override prograns for the team of xenos he'd sent
into kill the marauders. They had to retreat, reform and then attack again.

They woul d defeat these bastards. They had to. The conputer had predicted a
95 percent probability of victory for just these conditions. He was going to
have to run strategy variations and then

A blue arc of electricity snapped fromthe panel

Static power frizzled through his hair, making it stand on end.

The screens bl acked out for a nonent, then zapped back to nornal

What they showed on the screen, though, wasn't normal

Hi s creations were noving of their own volition

Those that renmi ned operational were not nerely retreating, but scattering
inall directions at a speed that he had not antici pated.

Evanston hit the control override button.
There was no response.

The control signals had shorted out. This was all happening too soon. There
had been i nadequate preparation time, dammt!

The things were free!

He snapped on the troop-radio commlink

"Zorski . "

"Yes, sir."

"Red alert. There's a problemhere at central. |I've lost control of the
creatures."”

"Which creatures, sir. The bugs? These Hunter things? You want to settle
down and stop shouting?"

"No, Zorski. The goddamm project. |'ve lost control of the project.”
"That's just peachy keen."

"W've no choice. W're going to have to abort. Destroy everything. GCet
away fromthe lab. I'Il give you thirty seconds, then |'mgoing to blowthe
whol e thing," said Evanston.

“Yes, sir," said Zorski

Li vernore Evanston knew exactly what his creatures would do.
Ranpage and destroy.

I ndi scrimnately.

At this point Livernore Evanston realized he had little reason to feel as
confi dent as he had about the future of this project.



He'd have to scrap it and start over
Fortunately, he'd be able to elimnate a nunber of his problens with it.

Hs fierce little snmle returned as he groped for the keyboards and began
to tap in the code for the program he woul d need.

Chapter 28

At the top of the Buggers' shoul ders sprouted the netallic squibs and
squi ggl es that constituted the upward portion of their cyborg attachnents.

A shiver of sparks and power spouted fromthese, |like fairy dust spraying
over their heads. They spasmed for a nonent-and then they bolted.

"Damm t!" cried Sanchez. "One of those big bastards is heading this way."
Machi ko had noticed, and she was up and ready.

Because the retreat had been so regul ated before, despite their quick
refl exes, the change in the Buggers surprised the Hunters. Several of the
Buggers sinply whipped through one flank, nanaging to injure one of the
snmal ler warriors in the process. They were nmoving with a speed that Machiko
had never before witnessed in another species. There was a frenzy, an insanity
to their nmovenents that was unnatural.

She could feel it in the air.

"They're nuts!" said Sanchez. He readied his gun to fire, draw ng bead.
"He's lost control," said Machi ko. "Totally lost control!"

She suddenly realized sonething el se

"No," she said. "Don't-"

"What ?"

Before he could fire, Machi ko junped on him She pushed his blaster rifle
away, pushed hi m down behind a | ab cabi net.

"What the hell--"

"Let it pass," she said "It's not after you. It just wants to get out of
here.”

Even as she spoke, the creature hurled itself past, all a clatter, toward
t he door.

Machi ko | ooked up.
Al the Buggers were thundering away, not interested, it would seem in
fighting the yautja-except if one got in the way. In that case it was the

Predat or who was in troubl e.

The Predators seened as surprised as Machi ko, and for the nost part all owed
t he Buggers to race out into the night.

"We've got to get out of here!" said Machiko.

" Why?,



"What---do you think it's a trap?” said Attila.

"That's a definite possibility-what | think, though, is that Evanston has
| ost control and he's panicking right nowand he's going to just cut his
| osses and try to cut us in the process."

n |_bv\/?u

"Blow this whole place up." She didn't wait to explain nore. "Attila, |
want you to tell the Hunters in no uncertain ternms to get out of here. Right
away. "

Attila did not quibble.

Machi ko lifted his head, and in a | oud, commandi ng voi ce he nade the
announcenent in the Predator |anguage.

The Hunters turned to Bakuub for confirmation.

Bakuub made a definite gesture.

Qut of here!

Machi ko and Sanchez ran.

They ran through the door, out to where Daniels was stationed.

"What the devil is going on? Those nonsters-" said the man, still behind
cover. "Look!"

He poi nt ed.

The Buggers had run straight for the security troops.

They were tearing themapart wildly, savagely, pausing in their flight to
rend and mutilate. Splatters and m sts of blood rose, and bl asters churned
with bright fire, liming the beasts in mad berserker carnage.

The Hunters started to stream out of the place.

"Trust ne," said Sanchez, grabbing Daniels by the arm "W've got to nmake a
run for it. Now "

Dani el s nodded. Unquestioningly, he followed as Machi ko raced ahead,
guiding themto the safe side of the insanity.

She could feel the urgency boring down upon her
Got to get away from here
Anay .

Her breath was strained and heavy in her lungs. She could feel the
deadl i ness in the atnosphere---

Li vernore Evanston groped, found the button
Pressed it.
Spoke the voi ce conmands, nodul ated on his tones al one.

Better luck next tine, he thought.



The bi of actory expl oded.

The bl ast energed fromthe very center, like a vortex of pure energy,
ri pping apart every board and girder in its flash-quick pathway.

The force of the explosion slapped across Machi ko's back |ike a hard hand,
pi cking her up and throwing her a full two nmeters, trying to pluck Attila's
head from her grasp

She hel d on.

She held on and hit the ground, rolling and clinging to her consciousness.

Around her she could see, peripherally, the equally devastating effect that
it had on the others. Several Predators who had not quite gotten out of the
buil ding were just pieces of flesh and bone and arnor now, spread in clunps of
gore. The others had been tossed a greater distance than Machi ko had, sone
i nt o unconsci ousness.

Most, however, survived

Most got to their feet inmmediately.

She coul d see them now, taking stock of things as a great wave of fire
ripped and tore through what little remained of the factory.

The force of the blast had knocked over the security soldiers. Sone were
running for their lives now Sonme were being wasted by the hybrids,- who were
buzzing through them|like bl oody chain saws, sensel ess sl aughtering.

"Attila?" she call ed.
"Still here. Getting used to this."
"Sanchez? Dani el s?"

""Fraid Dick got hinself pretty well konked out. But I'mstill here,"
Sanchez sai d.

"He'll be all right. Leave himfor now Probably he'll be safer there."
She coul d see Bakuub rallying his troops.

"They sure haven't quit. They're going after the hybrids."

"More power to them"

Even as he spoke, blaster fire began again, faded in the light fromthe
fire.

"What do we do?"

"W take advantage of the chaos,"” said Machi ko, "and we find the people who
are responsible for this carnage. That m ght be the only way to stop it."

She pulled on his sleeve and then headed for the control headquarters,
| eavi ng behind the screans and the heat.

Chapter 29

They found Chet Zorski in the main headquarters.



She' d had security guards around the building, but it took only a show of
the firepower of Machiko's team and an expl anati on of what they were about
("We've got to stop these nonsters-help us and we all mght survive") for the
security force to capitul ate.

As for Zorski, she folded |like a bad poker hand.

"I't's out of control." She addressed Machi ko calmy, but with her eyes wide
with fear as she left her office. "W need your help to stop it. Have you got
comand of the Predators?”

"No, but we can work with them"

"We can establish some kind of truce and under st andi ng?"

"Yes. But they'll want those superbug creatures destroyed."

“"It's a bargain. They've gone nuts. | told Evanston it was too soon to use
them"

"Where is Evanston?"
"He's got a control bunker. Down in the basenent."”
"Take us there."

"That's a bit difficult. He's got it pretty well sealed off. |I don't think
s liking what he's seeing on his nonitors."

he
"You' ve seen it?"

"You bet |I've seen it. Between the bugs and the genetic progeny that we
concocted, this settlenment is going to get sliced up pretty badly."

"It doesn't have to be that way. Let ne talk to him" said Machi ko. "That
is, if there's still a comrunication |line down to him"

"Ch, yes, there certainly is. And it's glowing cherry-red now, believe ne."
The group was quickly conducted into the room

The nonitors hanging fromthe wall depicted different scenes fromthe
settlenent, all showing a simlar thene:

Vi ol ence.

Expl osi ons agai nst the night sky limed the struggle of nan versus alien .
ver sus beast.

The technicians all stayed in their seats, their hands on their heads
wi t hout that gesture of surrender being requested. They, |ike nost of the
people there (with the exception of the nercenaries) |ooked as though they'd
never had any experience with this kind of thing, nuch |ess the proper
training. They were just colonists. Soft, noted Machi ko, |ike nost col onists.

Vll, with what was conming out fromunder gal actic stones lately, they were
all going to have to get hard, fast.

That, of course, was why Evanston---and doubtl ess the Conpany he was
associ ated with-wanted creatures |ike those they were breeding.

Humanity, in its present stage, just didn't have the hard edge to spearhead



deep into the heart of the stars.

Now, though, they were discovering that it took a |lot nore than a genetic
mx to deal with the Unknown.

The Unknown was buried deep in the heart of that very mx
"Punch ne through to Evanston-imedi atel y"
"Sure."

Zorski reached over for a conet-m ke, handed it to Machi ko, then caught
si ght of what she was carrying in her bag.

"CGod. It's the android," she said with an audibl e gulp.
"Hello, there!" said Attil a.

"Just keep them covered, Ned," Mchi ko said, and clicked on the ni ke
"Evanston. Livernore Evanston. Do you read nme? | need to talk to you, man. |
need to talk to you now. "

Si | ence.

She turned to Zorski. "Are you sure this line is open?"

Zorski | eaned over and punched a button. Consulted a readout. "Yes."
"Evanston. Talk to nme, dammit. You've got people out there getting killed!"
A voice, slightly shaking with stress, broke through the speakers.

"Yes, and who's killing then? Those dammed creatures that you've |ed here.
It's you, Noguchi! You!"

"Let's take a step into reality, you bastard. You know what's gone w ong.
Don't deny it. There's no time for that now No tine for phil osophizing."

"What do you want ?"
"Sonet hing went wong with the control on those things."
"Yes."

"There's got to be an override on them-right? A button you can push.
You' re no dummy, Evanston. You foresaw the possibility that you m ght not be
able to control them You had to have foreseen the need to destroy the things.
I ndi vidual ly."

"What if there is?"

"Use it. Kill them and we can nake a truce. | can talk to nmy alien
conpani ons. You and your settlenent will be spared. They just want the
creatures destroyed. They are an insult to their sense of honor!"

"No! They are mine, and they contain the work and wi sdom of decades! This
eventuality was foreseen there are independent prograns in the creatures that
wi Il make them seek shelter. That's what they are going for now shelter. Wen
they are safe, they will turn off and be malleable-to the proper parties, of
course. "

"Bull shit. You'll blow themnow, you bastard!"



"No. Plain and sinple; no, Noguchi-and there's no way you can make nme. I'm
sitting tight here. Don't worry-everything's going to work out fine for nme.
For you, though-I honestly don't think so .....

“Machi ko! " cried Sanchez.

The mercenary pushed her aside, bringing his gun around. A flash of energy
ripped into his side, knocking himback and into her gun arm

The snell of singed flesh.

A yell.

Sanchez was down.

Standing just nmeters away was Zorski, holding a gun
She | ooked terrified, but triunphant.

"Ckay, you bitch. The ball's in our court now "

Chapter 30
Machi ko did not even think; she just acted autonatically.

The snoki ng, unconsci ous body of Ned Sanchez had fallen upon her own gun
but she had access to the sling that held the head of Attila the Hun. She
allowed it to roll away to the side.

"Don't shoot!" she said.

"Ch, don't worry," said Zorski, still looking terrified, but alittle nore
under control. "I think that Evanston has other plans for you."

"Good job, Zorski. That's why | was talking to her, to distract them" cane
Evanston's sneering voice. "Now | think we nmight be able to acconplish a few
t hi ngs."

"How many of your Hunter friends were still alive after the blast?" Zorsk
denmanded. "We need to know ungh."

The grunt was due to the pencil-thin beamof l|ight that streamed fromthe
floor, connected with Zorski's forehead, and drilled a neat hol e through her
brai n.

A wisp of snoke flew up fromthe cauterized wound.

Zorksi's gun dropped with a clatter

Zor ski dr opped

Dead.

Machi ko was up in a nmonent, covering the technicians.

"One wong nove, and you're all on the floor." She | ooked over at Attila's
head. H's forehead still had the | aser device peeking through. "Good job,
Til."

"Ready for anything. Good pl acenent. Excellent tactic."

She checked Ned. Still breathing. Burned sonme, but he'd nmake it.



She grabbed the m ke.

"You heard that, you sawit," she wailed. "Now, Evanston, get your fat ass
up here before we have to blow it up here!"

There was no reply.

There was no reply in the main headquarters fromthe | ower bunker, because
t hat bunker had been abandoned.

Plan B was in effect.

No sooner had he seen Zorski go down, his |ast hope, than Livernore
Evanst on grabbed his own gun and pack of necessary supplies, junped, and |it
out the energency-exit tube, stuffing a handgun into his belt, just in case.

He'd foreseen the possibility of having to get out of his bunker. That was
alittle mlitary lesson that the lumnary Adolf Hitler had neglected in
pl anni ng his escape, and since Evanston had studied all the great |eaders, it
was natural that he'd wanted to avoid their m stakes.

He' d nade enough of his own.

After slipping his rotund self inside and strapping in, he pulled the gl ass
top of the car down, pressed the rel ease button. The car pneumatically
responded, rocketing down the tube. The rush was amusenent-park-ride quick
zoom ng through the darkness, zoom ng under the conplex, and then suddenly
rising at a rate that pushed himback in the seat with Gforce.

Then he hit.
Springs and belts cushioned the inpact, but still Evanston alnost lost his
br eat h.

The door whooshed open
No tine to waste.

There was but one hope for escape, and it was beyond that door. He
struggl ed up and hurried there, grabbing the handle and pulling it open

Ni ght air rushed in, snmelling of burned flesh and other |ess savory things.

Evanston didn't notice. His attention was on the sleek vehicle bel ow the
ranp above whi ch he was now perched. The lino. And there was a figure inside,
sl ouched down so as not to draw any attention from anything that night energe
fromthe violence that flamed just a few hundred neters away.

Evanston puffed down toward it.
The Iight of flanmes streaked across the door as he opened it.
"Good job."

"Thank heavens it's you," said Abner Brookings.. "W're getting out of
here."

"Yes. For now." Evanston got in, slamred the door, and notioned for the
| awyer to get away fromthere. "My ship. W'll get out of here for now But
when | get back-there's going to be payback. Believe ne."

The |ino rushed through the night.



"Where's he going?" said Machi ko. Not fooling around: Her gun was pointed
right under the nostril of the chief technician

A drop of sweat slipped down the man's snooth brow. "There's an escape tube
fromthe bunker. He'll have a car waiting. |'d say he's given up. He's al ways
got his space yacht ready. He's capable of piloting it hinself. He's out of
here."

She | ooked down at the head of Attila.
"Any thoughts on this?"

The thing | unbered out of the night.
"Jesus, " sai d Brookings.

Evanston recognized it. It was too fast. It would catch them The
sil houette of his space yacht |ooned just a hundred neters distant. So
close.... How had the thing stunbled out this far?

He coul dn't take a chance.

The Iinpo was rocketing along, but the hybrid would catch them Evanston
| eaned over and jerked the steering wheel, sending the lino careering off at a
different angle entirely.

"Evanston! Wsat are you doing!"

The Iinp hit the hybrid so hard it buckled its legs. Its body crashed
through the windshield. It shrieked, its hands and cl aws scrabbli ng.

Evanston didn't wait to see what woul d happen next. Wth the car slowing to
a stop, he pushed open the passenger door and junped out, a peripheral glinpse
of jaws closing around the right shoul der of Abner Brookings, Esquire.

Br ooki ngs screaned.
Evanston ran.

He ran for all he was worth, and he pulled his wist up as he did so,
hitting a radio stub, already attuned to the proper frequency. \When he ran up
the ranp, the door would be open on its other end, and the instrunents ready
and activated. There would be a m ni num of preparation for takeoff.

His breath burned in his lungs. He coul d hear Brookings' cries suddenly cut
of f. The hybrid wouldn't be able to follow him though. He'd snapped the
creature's |egs.

At long last the ship reared before him beautiful and shiny in the
nmoonl i ght. He raced up the ranp and sailed gleefully through the door, open as
expect ed.

He cycled it closed.

Safe! Truly safe at last! Al he had to do now was run up to the bridge and
tap the codes for autonmatic takeoff! A force field had automatically erected
out side the ship, and no one, not Bug nor Predator, not Machi ko Noguchi nor
the genetic hybrids, could touch him He would take off, return to the center
of his true power. Regroup. Recoup. Talk to the Conpany. Bring in the Marines
and wi pe these traitors fromthe face of his world. The deternination and
anger gave himthe additional power to clinb the steps to the bridge. He
stumped through with a happy sigh



A sigh that changed into a shriek as a formrose fromthe pilot's chair.

A formw thout a head.

It finished tapping out its final work on the computer bank and then stood
up. "l suggest you not nove," said the headl ess android body. "There will be

parties here soon that will bring you back." The voice of Attila.

"No," cried Evanston, frustration replacing his fear. "No, you can't do
this!™"

He pulled out his gun and fired at the android torso: The bullet smashed
t he chest, pushed back the body. But it did not bring the robot down.

"l suggest you put that weapon down." Machi ko's voice. "We've gotten the
door open below. There will be a party there very soon to pick you up and take
you back. "

"Can't we tal k about this, Noguchi?" said the man, his voice quavering

"we certainly can, Evanston. Once you get back here. Once we get things
back on-line. Now, | suggest you tell us what we need to know, or you're going
to be in deep trouble."”

Evanst on consi dered. But not for |ong.

He told them

"Thanks," sai d Noguchi. "See you soon."

Evanston took a deep breath. He sighed. There was nothing nore to do. But
if he could just stay alive, there would be hope.

He heard the pound of feet in the hold
Looked up.

One of the Predators strode in. Evanston could snell nusk and bl ood and
hate. The thing took off its nask, and bright red eyes burned.

Core dripped freely fromits wounds and fromthe | ong knives attached to
its wists.

"Machi ko, " cal |l ed Evanston. "WMachi ko!"

The androi d's headl ess body had, however, slunped back into the pilot's
chair.

Epi | ogue
On ny nmark!" said Machi ko Noguchi
Techni ci an hands hovered over controls.
" Now! "
Fingers flicked switches.

Machi ko watched the nmonitors. On the screen closest to her, one of the
Buggers was tearing through a doorway to get at nen who had taken shelter.

Its cyborg portion sinply blew up, rendering its bizarre body into tatters.



On ten other screens simlar bloody and expl osive fates net other Buggers.

When the | ast of the blood and bone drifted down, Machi ko got on the
all -comm

"*That was to save your miserable carcasses as well as ours," she said.
"The rule of the particular tyrant here has ended. Lay down your arms. The
yautja will not harmyou if you are not arnmed! An i mediate truce has been
cal l ed. Headquarters has been captured and Livernore Evanston is being
i ncarcerated. This is Machi ko Noguchi. Al will be explained in the fullness
of time. Call in and report."

"Pretty authoritative," said a voice from behind her

She turned and saw that Ned Sanchez was standi ng. He hobbl ed over and
sl ouched into a chair.

"Ned." She went to him
"G back to work. I'Il be fine."
"You need sonething for those burns."

"Yes, | do, but I"'msure that one of these technicians can fetch ne
somet hi ng appropriate. ™

She snapped her fingers, and one of the techies went to a cabinet, pulled
out a first-aid kit. As the guy attended to Sanchezs wound, the reports began
to come in.

It took a few minutes, but everyone seened to be willing to throwin the
t owel .

MacCraken and Marino called in, still hale and hearty, and were given
assignments to help take care of the wounded.

"Hey, you sons of bitches. You left me out here to rot!" called the
friendly voice of Dick Daniels.

"Hey," said Machiko. "You're alive. You should be grateful for that."
"I seemto have mssed nost of the fun."
"You okay?"

"Yeah, sure, nothing that a couple of beers won't take care of. Hope you're
buyi ng. "

"You got a case coning, soldier. Now, get yourself to HQ and we'll put you
to work."

"The only ones not to report in are the Hunters."

"I see '"emforming ranks on the vids," said Mchi ko. "Attila, have you
ill got that contact with Bakuub?"

(7]
—

The eyes in Attila's head dinmed a nmonent, then brightened. "Yes. They're
on their way in to tal k about what happens next."

"Well, that about waps it up,” said Mchiko.

"So to speak," said Sanchez, holding up his newy dressed arm "Wat



happens next, ki ddo?"

"W | et the Hunters hunt. W stay out of their way-and put down the guns
here. Like | said, these guys will only kill those who kill. It's a part of
their honor system as that systemis stronger, believe me, than the high-tech
arnor they wear."

"What about the settlenent?”

She turned to Attila. "I guess we're going to have to ask M. Subversive
about that."

"I know the correct parties to contact. W shall receive the necessary
supplies and armanent. This can be a free planet, independent of the
Conpany-free to trade with whom we please. Free to accept the colonies we
pl ease. "

"You think the Hunters will want to help us?"

Machi ko shrugged. "I think the Hunters will do what they want. Wat | hope
is that they don't stick around too |ong."

"After a good |l ook at you, | don't blame you."

"We humans are |ucky. W can change." She shook her head. "I don't think

they can. | think they |like thensel ves exactly the way they are. And that's
why they are the way they are, and have been for a long, long tine."

"No interest in psychoanal ysts fromthe Predators?"

"Sure. G ve sonme shrinks guns and send 'emrunning, and you'll get a lot of
interest."

"Monitors are showing the arrival of a Predator party,"” said a technician
"Can't see themtoo well."

"Let themin, if you please," requested Machiko.

Appropriate controls were touched, and within noments they heard heavy
f oot st eps out si de.

"l believe the next thing to do is let themin," said Mchiko.

The appropriate technician | ooked reluctant, but one proper glare from
Machi ko sol ved the probl em

Wthin noments the big aliens shouldered their way into the room Attila
made the proper greeting noises.

Bakuub st epped forward.

Machi ko stepped toward him

They nmade a gesture of nutual respect.

"Where's ol d Evanston?" asked Sanchez.

Machi ko coul d handl e that question, and so she asked.
Bakuub gestured to a nenber of his pack.

A warrior stepped forward.



Hel d out his hand.

From t he hand dangl ed a net sack, holding a skull with only the spina
colum, sone flecks of brain, and a dangling eyeball to testify for its
freshness.

"Trophy," said Bakuub

One of the technicians gagged and then was sick beside his station
"Al as, poor Yorick," said Attila.

"Straight fromthe horse's nouth,"” said Mchiko.

"We rest now We talk tonorrow "

Machi ko nodded, and the Predators turned and left.

There was a nonent of silence as Machi ko | ooked at the bl ood of Livernore
Evanston that had pooled on the floor

Ned Sanchez | ooked at her with a different cast to his eye. "Wl I, Machiko.
Looks like you've got yourself a world. Wat are you going to do with it?"

"Uh-uh, guy. We've got ourselves a world. And what are we going to do with
it." She smled. "Wll, we're going to make it the best world in the
uni verse." She raised her blaster. "Any objections to that?"

"Sounds great to nme!" said one of the technicians.
"Me, too," said another

She grunted. "Good." She poked a free finger at Attila. "In that case |I'd
like you to neet your new Head of State." She stepped forward, picked up the
severed head, and placed it in a chair. "And what, O Head, is our first order
of business?"

The eyes travel ed around the room

"I think our first project is exactly what Bakuub is going to be talking to
us about tonorrow "

"Whi ch is?" said Machi ko.

"Have you forgotten the reason you' re here? There are bugs on this planet.
And unless | miss ny guess, while we've been warring with ourselves, they've
been increasing exponentially, as is their wont."

"Right. That's what we'll do. First, though, | think we could use a bit of
arest.”

"Ch, and one nore personal request,"” said Attila.
Machi ko bowed. "Yes, Your Majesty."

"I really would like to reunite with a certain large part of ny physica
anat ony. "

Machi ko nodded. "We'll give it a try. | can't guarantee you anything, ny
dear friend." She scratched his scalp affectionately. "We'll try."



